
2021 Kirkus Prizes
Read About the Finalists for the

In Fiction, Nonfiction,
k

Young Readers’ Literature

Plus interviews with Richard Powers, 
Derecka Purnell, Damian Alexander, 

Brittney Cooper & Chanel Craft Tanner

KIRKUS
REVIEWS

VOL. LXXXIX, NO. 19  |  1 OCTOBER 2021

Featuring 269 Industry-First Reviews of Fiction, Nonfiction, Children's and YA books



In a year with a staggering number of releases—and more than 1,600 
starred Kirkus reviews—it was harder than ever for the judges to select 
just 18 finalists for this year’s Kirkus Prizes in fiction, nonfiction, and 
young readers’ literature. Judges Ikwo Ntekim, Elsbeth Lindner, Karen 
Maeda Allman, Margaret Quamme, Chrystal Carr Jeter, and Amy Robin-
son scrutinized those worthies to find the very best the year had to offer. 
Here’s what they found:

FICTION:
The Dangers of Smoking in Bed by Mariana Enríquez, translated by Megan 
McDowell (Hogarth/Crown)

The Love Songs of W.E.B. Du Bois by Honorée Fanonne Jeffers (Harper)
My Monticello by Jocelyn Nicole Johnson (Henry Holt)
Bolla by Pajtim Statovci, translated by David Hackston (Pantheon)
Harlem Shuffle by Colson Whitehead (Doubleday)
Harrow by Joy Williams (Knopf)

NONFICTION:
Punch Me Up to the Gods: A Memoir by Brian Broome (Mariner Books)
People Love Dead Jews: Reports From a Haunted Present by Dara Horn (Norton)  
All That She Carried: The Journey of Ashley’s Sack, a Black Family Keepsake by Tiya Miles (Random 
House)
Seek You: A Journey Through American Loneliness by Kristen Radtke (Pantheon)
Lightning Flowers: My Journey To Uncover the Cost of Saving a Life by Katherine E. Standefer 
(Little, Brown Spark)
Horizontal Vertigo: A City Called Mexico by Juan Villoro, translated by Alfred MacAdam 
(Pantheon)

YOUNG READERS’ LITERATURE:
Picture Books:
Your Mama by NoNieqa Ramos, illustrated by Jacqueline Alcántara (Versify/HarperCollins) 
Unspeakable: The Tulsa Race Massacre by Carole Boston Weatherford, illustrated by Floyd Coo-
per (Carolrhoda)
Middle Grade: 
Legacy: Women Poets of the Harlem Renaissance by Nikki Grimes and 19 illustrators (Bloomsbury) 
All Thirteen: The Incredible Cave Rescue of the Thai Boys’ Soccer Team by Christina Soontornvat 
(Candlewick)
Young Adult:
The Surprising Power of a Good Dumpling by Wai Chim (Scholastic)
The Life I’m In by Sharon G. Flake (Scholastic)

Read the editors’ notes in this issue to learn more about the finalists. And be sure to tune in 
on Thursday, Oct. 28, when the Kirkus Prize ceremony is livestreamed on YouTube. It should 
be a night to remember.
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Poet Charles R. Smith Jr. and illustrator 
Edel Rodriguez introduce young readers to 
Jimi Hendrix in a picture book as electrifying 
as their legendary subject. Read the review 
on p. 95.

Don’t wait on the mail for reviews! You can read pre-publication reviews as 
they are released on kirkus.com—even before they are published in the magazine. 
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THE AFTER PARTY 
Arthur, A.C.
Montlake Romance (352 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-5420-3112-7  

Three Black women who occasion-
ally sit at the same lunch table at work are 
thrown together and become fast friends 
when their male colleague is murdered.

Venus McGee, Draya Carter, and 
Jackie Benson are all strong women who 

are leaders within their separate departments at Baltimore-
based Billings Croft Construction, yet they couldn’t be more 
different from one another. Venus is known as a calm and in-
control senior project manager who has been passed over for 
promotions in favor of Rufus, an incompetent, petty, woman-
izing jerk; she holds herself accountable for every small choice 
she makes so that it does not reflect poorly on her father, a city 
councilman. Draya has a much different reputation: She asks no 
forgiveness for having slept her way into a job as the company’s 
fiscal director, and she wields her sexuality as a tool to help get 
what she wants. Jackie, the third in the group, is the facilities 
manager at the firm’s building, a hard worker who is quick to 
defend boundaries and struggles with loneliness after her family 
shunned her for being a lesbian. When Venus gets into an argu-
ment with Rufus at the office Christmas party, the three woman 
head back to Venus’ apartment to commiserate on his extreme 
unpleasantness. The next morning, Rufus summons Draya fran-
tically to his house for work help and she arrives to find him 
dead. As a Black woman in Baltimore, she does not trust what 
the police will do to her if she reports Rufus’ murder, so she 
calls Venus. What follows are a wild few weeks as the women 
try to protect themselves from the police investigation, figure 
out who murdered Rufus, and work through their opinions on 
potential, current, and former lovers as they become not only 
fast friends, but also family. This is Homicide: Life on the Streets 
meets 9 to 5 meets Bridgerton in a story that screams to become 
a TV series.

Part thriller and part mystery, this delightful story of 
friendship also celebrates sex, love, and family.

fiction
THE AFTER PARTY by A.C. Arthur ...................................................36

THE MISSING PIECE by John Lescroart ............................................10

THE WAR FOR GLORIA by Atticus Lish ............................................ 11

1979 by Val McDermid ....................................................................... 11

WHITE ON WHITE by Aysegl Savas ...................................................18

LAST GIRL GHOSTED by Lisa Unger .................................................19

PAST LIFE by David Mark .................................................................32

FROM LADLE TO GRAVE by Amy Patricia Meade ........................... 33

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

WHITE ON WHITE
Savas, Aysegül
Riverhead (192 pp.)
$26.00 | Nov. 30, 2021
978-0-593-33051-7
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A MAN OF HONOR
Bradford, Barbara Taylor
St. Martin’s (448 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-2501-8745-1  

The eighth installment of Bradford’s 
Harte Family Saga is a prequel to the first, 
A Woman of Substance (1979).

Close followers of the Harte story 
will recognize Shane Patrick Desmond 
O’Neill, known as Blackie, as dynasty 

founder Emma Harte’s early mentor and helper, who earns her 
lifelong loyalty. In 1899, Blackie, an orphan, emigrates from 
Ireland to Yorkshire at the age of 13. Offered a home by his 
kindly Uncle Patrick and his ailing Aunt Eileen, who live near 
Leeds, Blackie learns the building trade; he has ambitions to 
be an architect one day but mostly to be filthy rich. Series 
fans know that Emma, who shares Blackie’s ambition to get 
filthy rich, gets her start in Leeds, but Blackie will not meet 

her until three-quarters of the way in. While we’re waiting, 
Blackie encounters that Bradford staple, the older woman 
who relieves him of his virginity and then conveniently exits. 
Until about Page 150, no real excitement or suspense happens 
beyond minute descriptions of logistics, interiors, and English 
cuisine—heavy on the meat pies. At 17, Blackie is enlisted by a 
friend to help rescue fellow immigrant Moira Aherne from the 

“Ham Shank,” a dangerous neighborhood. Blackie suspects, 
based on her upper-class accent and dress, that lovely Moira 
has an ulterior motive for slumming with the working class, 
but any hopes of Moira as a source of conflict are soon dashed. 
None of the privileged and beautiful people in this book har-
bor sinister motives because Bradford seems so intent on vin-
dicating them. Case in point: Lord Robert Lassiter, an earl 
who takes up a sizable and at first seemingly unrelated chunk 
of the book. This handsome magnate who has parlayed his 
family fortune into another fortune proposes to the fetching 
Vanessa, 17 years his junior, while still married to Lady Lucinda 
Lassiter. Bradford implies that Lucinda, the mother of Rob-
ert’s heir and spare, deserves to be blackmailed into a divorce. 
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As if to compensate, in some small 
way, for all the hardships of 2021, 
there’s been a profusion of great fic-
tion, making it harder than ever to 
choose the six finalists for the Kirkus 
Prize in Fiction. Our dedicated judg-
es—Ikwo Ntekim, general manager 
of Brooklyn’s Greenlight Bookstore, 
and Kirkus reviewer Elsbeth Lindner—
have been reading nonstop for months 

to select a varied group of finalists. Author Rumaan Alam 
and I will be joining them to choose the winner on Oct. 28. 

The Dangers of Smoking in Bed by 
Mariana Enríquez, translated by Me-
gan McDowell (Hogarth), is a collec-
tion of trenchant, genre-straddling 
short stories. As our review said, “En-
ríquez, a journalist who grew up in 
Buenos Aires during Argentina’s Dirty 
War—a trauma that echoes across 
these stories—is a pioneer of Argentin-
ian horror and Spanish-language weird 
fiction, warping familiar settings (city 
parks, an office building, a stretch of neighborhood street) 
by wefting in the uncanny, supernatural, or monstrously hu-
man. Drawing on real places and events and spinning them 
out in fantastical ways, she disinters the darkness thrum-
ming under the smooth, bureaucratized surface of urban life, 
exposing powerlessness, inequity, abuse, and erasure.”

The Love Songs of W.E.B. Du Bois 
(Harper) is an epic debut novel by ac-
claimed poet Honorée Fanonne Jeffers. 
Narrator Ailey Pearl Garfield is named 
for the dancer Alvin Ailey, and perhaps 
it’s no surprise that she grows up to 
be a historian; as our review said, “her 
journey toward that goal, fraught with 
heartache, upheaval, and conflict from 
her childhood through adolescence and 
collegiate years, is interwoven with the 

results of her inquiry into her family history. That history 
is deeply rooted in the Georgia town of Chicasettta, where 
[her] Black ancestors were enslaved.…If this isn’t the Great 
American Novel, it’s a mighty attempt at achieving one.” 

My Monticello by Jocelyn Nicole Johnson (Henry Holt) 
is a collection of stories set in Virginia and focusing on rac-
ism. The stunning title novella, inspired by the 2017 Unite 
the Right rally in Charlottesville, features a University of 
Virginia student who’s a descendant of Thomas Jefferson 
and Sally Hemings taking refuge at Monticello in the wake 

of societal breakdown. This is “a sharp 
debut by a writer with wit and confi-
dence,” according to our review.

Bolla by Pajtim Statovci, translated 
by David Hackston (Pantheon), is “an 
unflinching consideration of the long 
aftereffects of an affair cut short,” ac-
cording to our review. Statovci, a Finn-
ish writer born in Kosovo, writes of 
Arsim, an aspiring writer, and Miloš, a 
medical student, who meet in Pristina in 1995. Their rela-
tionship is intense but brief; Arsim has married a woman 

to hide his homosexuality, and soon 
Bosnia will be gripped by war. “Statov-
ci lets little sunlight into the narrative,” 
our review said, “the better to empha-
size just how powerful homophobia 
and self-loathing can be.”

Harlem Shuffle by Colson White-
head (Doubleday) revolves around a 
jewel heist in 1959 Harlem. Protagonist 
Ray Carney, who owns a furniture store, 

is a mostly legitimate businessman, but he lets his cousin 
Freddie rope him into fencing the ill-
gotten gains from a highly visible hotel 
robbery. As our review said, “Through-
out, readers will be captivated by a 
Dickensian array of colorful, idiosyn-
cratic characters, from itchy-fingered 
gangsters to working-class women with 
a low threshold for male folly. What’s 
even more impressive is Whitehead’s 
densely layered, intricately woven ren-
dering of New York City in the Kenne-
dy era.”

Harrow by Joy Williams (Knopf) 
is the first novel in 20 years from Wil-
liams, and it bears disturbing tidings: 
Something is wrong with the world, 
but we don’t know quite know what 
it is. There’s a girl named Lamb, later 
known as Khristen, who almost died 
as a newborn but was brought back to 
life; she moves from a school that mys-
teriously closes to an unusual commu-
nity near a dying lake. According to our 

review, it’s “an enigmatic, elegant meditation on the end of 
civilization—if end it truly is.”

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor.
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FICTION  |  Laurie Muchnick

The 2021 Kirkus Prize Fiction Finalists



The rushed denouement obscures some genuinely interesting 
logistics.

As a prologue to the Harte legend, very thin gruel indeed.

UNSAFE HAVEN
Burdette, Lucy
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-7278-5082-9  

In a major departure from her light-
hearted Key West mysteries, Burdette 
invites readers into the world of a chill-
ing thriller.

New York City medical student Eliz-
abeth Brown was jilted by her fiance a few 

days before their wedding, and she’s taking the subway to visit 
a friend who’ll commiserate when a frantic-looking girl hands 
her a bundle that turns out to be a newborn baby. After phon-
ing the police, she makes the mistake of calling a number she 
finds in the coat wrapping the baby. This call immerses her in a 
dangerous cat-and-mouse game with people she naïvely believes 
want to help. The baby’s mother, 16-year-old Addison, is run-
ning for her life from a woman who took her in as a young run-
away and turned her into a prostitute. Addy had been going to 
meet Rafe, a man she thinks loves her, when she went into labor, 
giving birth by herself in a bathroom at the Delancey Street sta-
tion, thus ruining Rafe’s plan of blackmailing the father. Unable 
to forget the baby after turning her over to the police, Eliza-
beth, herself adopted, gives an interview to a reporter that only 
exposes her to more danger. A murder sends her running back 
to her upscale hometown in Connecticut. Although Addy can’t 
get in touch with Rafe, she’s street-wise enough to survive, and 
a chance sighting allows her to follow Elizabeth home, where 
Rafe finds them both. Only quick thinking and grit will save 
their lives.

A page-turner highlighting the problem of exploited 
runaways.

TOM CLANCY CHAIN 
OF COMMAND
Cameron, Marc
Putnam (512 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-0-593-18816-3  

A kidnapping prompts President 
Jack Ryan to temporarily step aside.

Criminals force “some poor schmuck” 
to fly his Cessna toward the White House 
and the Capitol, and a pair of F-16s pre-

pare to shoot him down. So begins a convoluted plot to stop Pres-
ident Ryan from pushing through a Pharma Independence bill 
vehemently opposed by Indian foreign minister Varma. (Varma 
vs. Pharma—hmm.) Anyway, the bad guys kidnap first lady Cathy 

Ryan, and what’s a Clancy thriller without fighting and skuldug-
gery in far-flung reaches of the world, with do-good American 
doctors who stand to be executed as no-good spies in a part of 
Afghanistan so remote that even the Taliban doesn’t go there? 
As fans will remember, Cathy, a world-class ophthalmic surgeon, 
is the love of the president’s life. Knowing his own deep emo-
tional involvement, he sees the need to temporarily cede con-
stitutional power to the newly minted Vice President Dehart. 
(VP Hargrave has suddenly died.) Yes, the first lady might not 
survive—wherever she is—but the president must put country 
above all else. The plot even includes a possibly rogue Chinese 
cross-border incursion onto the Roof of the World, a testy top-
level chat with China’s president, and an encounter with the 
Argentine border patrol. And with Aussies and Brits who’ve 
fought in Africa and who may kill Cathy, the story is like No 
Continent Left Behind. So yeah, the plot sort of holds together, 
but wouldn’t stopping the drug bill have been lots easier using 
the tried-and-true method of buying off a few U.S. senators? As 
a White House official muses, there’s “no easy explanation for 
human stupidity—or violence.” In other words, this is vintage 
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Clancy, may he rest in peace, with plenty of fast-paced excite-
ment in locales galore.

Another adventure-packed treat for fans of the Ryan 
family.

THE POSTMISTRESS OF PARIS
Clayton, Meg Waite
Harper/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Nov. 30, 2021
978-0-06-294-698-0  

Love and peril in Vichy, France.
Mary Jayne Gold, an American heir-

ess who worked to rescue artists and 
intellectuals from Nazi-occupied France, 
has inspired Clayton’s spirited reimag-
ining of those turbulent years, centered 

on the intrepid Nanée Gold—she can fly a plane!—and the 
handsome photojournalist Edouard Moss, a widower with 

an impossibly adorable young daughter. While Nanée and 
Edouard are fictional, Clayton embeds them in a world of real 
people: Marc Chagall, incredulous that his own government 
would turn against him; Pablo Picasso, who refused to leave 
Paris; Leonora Carrington, who comes to a gathering at Nanée’s 
Paris apartment; Lion Feuchtwanger, Hans Bellmer, and Max 
Ernst, among many others imprisoned at the Camp des Milles 
internment camp; and André Breton and his wife, Jacqueline, 
who hold a salon in the Villa Air-Bel, a safe house secured and 
paid for by Nanée, where fellow surrealists distract themselves 
in talk, dancing, and games. Although friends urge Nanée to 
go home, she has no interest in returning to a vacuous life as a 
socialite; instead, she insists, she “wanted to do something to 
help, the same as any decent person in this newly terrible world 
surely must.” Her chance comes in 1940, with the arrival of Var-
ian Fry, sent by the American Emergency Rescue Committee 
to facilitate the escape of some 200 painters, composers, and 
writers in danger of Nazi persecution. Fry, realizing the ben-
efit of Naneé’s willingness and wealth, makes her a courier—a 
postmistress—delivering messages throughout Paris. The plot 
thickens when Nanée becomes infatuated with Moss, who has 
been sent to Camp des Milles. Dressed in a couture suit, wear-
ing diamonds and a dab of Chanel No. 5, Naneé devises her 
own mission to get him out. As their love affair intensifies, so 
do their desperate efforts to find Moss’ daughter and, somehow, 
survive the ominous world of war.

Sympathetic characters propel a tense narrative.

AUTOPSY
Cornwell, Patricia
Morrow/HarperCollins (416 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Nov. 30, 2021
978-0-06-311219-3  

Back in her post as Virginia’s chief 
medical examiner, Dr. Kay Scarpetta 
finds things just as messy among the liv-
ing as the dead.

Even though her killer has cut off her 
hands, the corpse du jour is soon identi-

fied as that of Gwen Hainey, a biomedical engineer from Thor 
Laboratories, who just happened to live two doors down from 
Scarpetta’s sister, Dorothy, and her husband, ex-cop shamus 
Pete Marino. Called out to assist U.S. Park Police investiga-
tor August Ryan, Scarpetta, urged on by Officer Blaise Fruge—
whose mother, Dr. Greta Fruge, is a toxicologist Scarpetta came 
to trust before she left Virginia for Boston—connects Hainey’s 
murder with the months-old death of Cammie Ramada, a jogger 
who was drowned only a short distance away. Dr. Elvin Reddy, 
Scarpetta’s politically minded predecessor, short-circuited 
the earlier investigation by ruling the death an accident even 
though it was highly unusual for him to get involved directly 
at all. As she battles Reddy, largely through Maggie Cutbush, 
the British secretary he left behind to undermine his succes-
sor, Scarpetta has other worries as well. In a development that 
will remind fans of Cornwell’s non-Scarpetta thriller Quantum 
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(2019), she’s called to the White House to conduct what turns 
out to be a long-distance autopsy by proxy on a pair of astro-
nauts aboard a Thor orbiting laboratory who’ve apparently 
been killed by a barrage of space debris. And she’s poisoned by 
a bottle of Bordeaux she was given by irreproachable Gabriella 
Honoré, the first female secretary general of Interpol. After the 
usual professional infighting, all these separate cases are wound 
up with a series of casual snaps that will leave you gasping, and 
not in a good way.

Cornwell’s piecemeal approach to her heroine’s daunting 
job is more realistic than compelling.

THE CHRISTMAS PROMISE
Evans, Richard Paul
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster 
(272 pp.) 
$21.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-9821-7742-3  

A surviving twin falls for a mystery 
man in this Yuletide love story.

Growing up in Utah, identical twins 
Michelle and Richelle Bach, or Micki 
and Ricki, had been virtually indistin-

guishable in appearance but had different personalities. Micki 
was the fun one who’d barely squeaked through high school, 
needing help from Ricki, the class salutatorian and the story’s 
narrator, to even graduate. Dad gave each a gorgeous black 
opal worth 15 grand as a graduation present. (Opaleeze, who 
does that?) Later, the twins had become estranged after Ricki 
found Micki in bed with Ricki’s fiance. Later still, Micki dies 
(the events are unconnected). Ricki is a dedicated pediatric 
ICU nurse and an aspiring writer. One day, a handsome stranger 
named Justin visits her Calliope Writers Group, and he appears 
to be wholesome as can be. He charms Micki with lines like, 

“I’ve always believed love should be a little reckless. Sometimes 
a lot.” And so they fall in love, of course, but the road to bliss 
is fraught with uncertainty: Why did he come to Salt Lake? 
What’s his real interest in a writers group, given that he’s not a 
writer? Why does he keep leaving town and returning? “I guess 
when something looks delicious, we’re less inclined to check 
the ingredients,” she muses. That this is a Christmas-themed 
story suggests sugar rather than spice—Justin seems so gosh 
darned good—so let’s hope he lives up to his promise. Speaking 
of which, Ricki says, “I made my father a promise that I never 
fulfilled.” Love, forgiveness, and downright decency must try 
to overcome multiple betrayals and personal losses. The book’s 
best line is Ricki’s: “My question hung in the air like a piñata, 
just waiting to get smacked.” How much must she endure? The 
big twist near the end is either an eye-roller or heartwarming as 
the dickens, depending on one’s worldview, and it all leads up to 
a Christmas finale.

Cozy up to a crackling fireplace with your Christmas cook-
ies and eggnog and enjoy this holiday treat.

THE DICKENS BOY
Keneally, Thomas
Atria (416 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-9821-6914-5  

The author of Schindler’s List (1982) 
imagines the adventures of Charles 
Dickens’ youngest son in Australia.

Edward Dickens is 16 when he sub-
mits to his father’s encouragement and 
leaves England to work on a sheep ranch 

Down Under. The young man, who narrates the novel, carries 
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two burdens: He has been a disappointment in school and he 
hasn’t read his father’s novels. Australia is meant to address 
one of those problems by providing him with prospects and 
possibly a career. He must only “apply” himself. The verb and 
goal are repeated with a frequency matched only by references 
to his ignorance of pater’s corpus, especially as almost every 
Australian he meets reveres Dickens senior and is well versed 
in the canon. Edward’s older brother Alfred manages a sheep 
station two days’ ride away, where he has nurtured a taste for 
alcohol and a bitterness about his father’s treatment of his wife 
and children. He compares his and Edward’s fates to those of 
transported criminals. Keneally writes eloquently of his native 
country’s natural beauty and provides several colorful episodes 
for his young hero, particularly one involving a gang of bush-
rangers—escaped convicts who have turned to banditry—who 
go easy on Edward’s ranch when they learn who he is and realize 
they must deliver some sad family news. In fact, most of the 
characters are as nice as the bandits, which makes Edward’s 
life easier but deprives him and the novel of the essential con-
flict that fiction requires. The book’s mostly rosy lens extends 
even to the treatment of Aboriginal people in colonial Australia, 
although the darker side of that picture does eventually emerge. 
Keneally is an accomplished historical novelist, but the history 
and fiction here aren’t as compelling as they should be.

An intriguing but uneven sidebar to the Dickens saga.

THE MISSING PIECE 
Lescroart, John
Atria (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-9821-7049-3  

A former San Francisco DA–turned–
defense attorney takes the case of a man 
he’s convinced is guilty and ends up pur-
suing it to the ends of the earth.

Maybe Wes Farrell is too accustomed 
to seeing every criminal defendant as 

guilty. Maybe he’s just burned out. But he can’t believe that 
Doug Rush is innocent of killing Paul Riley, who was convicted 
of raping and murdering Rush’s daughter, Dana, 11 years ago. 
Riley had recently been released from prison after the Exonera-
tion Initiative extracted a confession from someone else, and 
his father unhesitatingly told inspectors Ken Yamashiro and 
Eric Waverly that he saw Rush running from the scene after 
Riley was shot. And even though there’s a certain amount of 
sympathy for Rush after the two homicide investigators are 
caught on a bystander’s cellphone camera beating him up dur-
ing his arrest, the case against him seems so open-and-shut that 
Farrell can’t believe a word his client says. Soon enough, Rush, 
who’s jeopardized his million-dollar bail by skipping his prelim-
inary hearing, is found shot to death in the Shakespeare Garden, 
and the case seems closed for good. But not to Farrell’s part-
ner, Dismas Hardy, or his investigator, ex–Homicide head Abe 
Glitsky, or even Farrell, who suddenly finds himself fighting for 
justice for a client he never believed when he was alive. Calling 

on his trademark eye for the big picture and his sensitivity to 
changing trends in the perception of the legal system, Lescroart 
crafts his most searing anatomy of that system since A Certain 
Justice (1995).

The current head of SFPD Homicide gets the last word: 
“This just in. Injustice abounds. Get used to it.” 

THE WAR FOR GLORIA 
Lish, Atticus
Knopf (464 pp.) 
$23.49  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-5247-3232-5  

A teenage boy in suburban Boston 
faces his mother’s illness and his father’s 
darkness.

Lish, winner of the PEN/Faulkner 
Award for his first novel, Preparation for 
the Next Life (2014), returns with a moody, 
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“A teenage boy in suburban Boston faces his 

mother’s illness and his father’s darkness.”
the war for gloria
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atmospheric tragedy set in working-class Massachusetts. Gloria 
Goltz, a “thin, blonde-headed Janis Joplin” with feminist intel-
lectual leanings and literary aspirations, dropped out of Lesley 
College in Cambridge when she fell under the spell and ulti-
mately bore the son of MIT security guard and self-anointed 
supergenius Leonard Agoglia, whom she and her friends com-
pare to Good Will Hunting. Though her attachment to Leon-
ard never flagged, even during the many years they barely saw 
each other, his influence on her life was bleak. “She lost school, 
love, family, pride…her apartment....The portrait of depression 
dated from this time.” As the book opens, their son, Corey, is 
16. His mother, who has been raising him alone all this time, is 
about to get a diagnosis of ALS, engendering the return of his 
father to their lives. If that sounds like a nice thing, it definitely 
isn’t—Leonard now definitively reveals himself to be Bad Will 
Hunting, if any kind of Will Hunting at all. This novel has two 
sides to its personality—on one side, it’s a painfully yet beau-
tifully detailed history of Corey and Gloria and their journey 
through her illness. (The author’s mother was diagnosed with 
ALS when he was 15, and it seems unlikely that anyone with 

less immediate experience could have written this book. If you 
haven’t had personal exposure to the disease, you’ll learn why 
it’s one of the cruelest ways to die.) On the other hand, in the 
third act, the novel becomes a Dennis Lehane–ish thriller, with 
brutal tabloid events piling up almost cartoonishly—but some 
readers will be too emotionally involved for cartoons at this 
point. Even those who find themselves rebelling against this 
aspect of the book will venerate Lish for pushing his vision to 
the limit and for producing sentences that seem to have been 
forged in some kind of roaring foundry.

Haunting, horrifying, tender, and implacable.

1979 
McDermid, Val
Atlantic Monthly (320 pp.) 
$23.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-8021-5902-1  

A pair of cub reporters find their way 
into trouble with investigative stories 
that they hope will make their careers.

The 35th novel and first new series 
in 20 years from McDermid, a queen 
of the genre in Britain, introduces Allie 

Burns, a talented and brave spitfire of a journalist in her mid-20s 
who’s trying to work her way up the pecking order in the man’s 
world of a tabloid newspaper called the Glasgow Daily Clarion—
no matter how many times per week she has to remind some 
condescending male that she’s not his “darling.” “One adult 
in two in Scotland reads the Clarion,” announces the paper’s 
slogan, and the wags in the office add, “The other one cannae 
read.” McDermid, who worked in Glasgow as a reporter in the 
year of the title, has supplemented her memories with a great 
deal of research and background reading. It was the year from 
hell for that city, with cataclysmic winter weather, strikes, and 
terrorist threats, but for ambitious reporters like Allie and her 
colleague Danny Sullivan, 27, any kind of trouble is an opportu-
nity. When Danny finds out that his creepy brother is involved 
in a large-scale insurance-fraud scheme benefiting the richest 
men in the country, he digs in like a private investigator, lift-
ing keys, unlocking drawers, and assuming made-up identities 
to conduct interviews with suspects. Aware that he’s not much 
of a writer, he enlists Allie’s help early on, partly because she’s 
known for her sparkling prose but also because he needs help 
thinking things through, hoping to find a way to protect his 
brother from the fallout. For their next trick, Allie and Danny 
get themselves involved with a group of somewhat dopey wan-
nabe terrorists who hope to model a Scottish independence 
movement on the IRA’s example. The bad guys are not the only 
ones with secrets, though.

The plot is engrossing, the period atmosphere brilliant, 
and who can ever get enough of the way Scottish people talk?
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Like every Richard Powers novel, his latest, Be-
wilderment (Norton, Sept. 21), covers a lot of intellectu-
al ground. At the story’s center is Robin, a tween boy 
who, with the encouragement of his astrobiologist fa-
ther, takes part in an experiment in decoded neurofeed-
back—a means to connect with the neural imprints of 
his late mother. Robin’s consciousness expands as cli-
mate change and divisive politics call for just that kind 
of bigger thinking. Powers is too much the realistic nov-
elist to suggest that one child can right society’s ship. 
But through Robin, Bewilderment points to the kind of 
empathic powers we’ll need to save ourselves.

Powers has been named a MacArthur Fellow and won 
a Pulitzer Prize (for 2018’s The Overstory) and a National 
Book Award (for 2005’s The Echo Maker). But in conversa-
tion, he’s easygoing while eager to go deep into the ques-
tions his books raise. This conversation has been edited for 
space and clarity. 

Bewilderment is a shorter and more intimate book 
than its predecessor, The Overstory. Coming off an 
epic novel, were you looking to write something more 
straightforward?
It is a little bit like writing a piano sonata after writing a 
symphony. Maybe there was the question of exhaustion 
and needing to find some way of hitting the reset switch 
creatively. But there were other factors as well. The suc-
cess of The Overstory kept me on the road for a long time, 
longer than I’ve ever been out for any previous novel. And 
it’s hard to work on a new book while you are still touring 
and traveling. But then of course the pandemic came along, 
and in a lot of ways this is a pandemic book. I was just 
thrown into my backyard—which, happily for me, was the 
Great Smoky Mountains. I had this marvelous playground 
to use as inspiration. The book opens there, it closes there, 
and it’s the most important venue for the story. But every 
theme calls for its own form. And with a book about em-
pathy, a book about interbeing, it seemed to make sense to 
pare down and focus on these two lost guys.

A clear inspiration for the novel is Daniel Keyes’ Flow-
ers for Algernon, which Theo and Robin read togeth-
er. Were you reaccessing the kind of reading that you 
were doing yourself at Robin’s age?
Absolutely. I loved science fiction as a child, and as an ado-
lescent, and as a teenager, and even as a young man. I think 
I made the mistake that a lot of earnest literary writers do, 
which is to feel at a certain age that that’s a shallower path. 
This is a kind of love letter to the fiction that I loved as 
a younger man, especially planetary romance, which was 
reaching a zenith in the late ’60s and early ’70s, when I was 
coming into adulthood. 

A great book that I really fell in love with while working 
on the novel was Olaf Stapledon’s [1937 novel] Star Mak-
er. It was a kind of waypoint between the island romances 

The Pulitzer Prize–winning author returns with an intimate novel about 
a father, a son, and the power of empathy
BY MARK ATHITAKIS 

Dean D. Dixon

WORDS WITH...

Richard Powers
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of the 19th century and postmodern playful experiments 
with the form, like Calvino. Stapledon is just this wild phil-
osophical novelist—he’s using this device as a source of 
endless speculation about what it means to be alive. Alan 
Lightman’s Einstein’s Dreams would be another example. 
There’s a stylistic thrill in that form, in the way you just cre-
ate a world, and two pages later you create another world. 

What’s your experience with decoded neurofeedback? 
Are scientists close to creating the sort of psychic rap-
port that Robin has with his mother in the book?
Anybody who tries to make a living saying how close we 
are to certain technological breakthroughs is asking for 
trouble [laughs]. I first read about decoded neurofeedback 
around 2013. The things researchers were describing were 
uncanny. They were getting people to solve puzzles more 
rapidly by training them on the neural patterns of people 
who had been taught how to solve that problem. I read 
that and the hairs on the back of my neck just started to 
bristle. I thought, this is an empathy machine. This is go-
ing to finally give us a way to answer this ongoing philo-
sophical question about what it is like to be something 
other than myself. Of course, it didn’t become that, and it 
probably will never become that. It’s mostly used in thera-
peutic contexts like post-traumatic stress disorder, and it 
seems to be very effective. I just push it one step beyond 
into what the science-fiction people like to call the near 
future. 

It’s interesting that you use the term “empathy ma-
chine.” Another thing that often gets called an empathy 
machine is the novel. 
You put your finger on the heart of the book—to have that 
slight recursive turn and say, “Wait a minute, I’ve been liv-
ing this other life, and I’ve been identifying and making my 
own sense of well-being and anxiety and open fear, on this 
other life.” Novels don’t have the precise mechanical in-
strumental control of the experiment that I describe in the 
book. But in the long run, if we are going to survive, it is go-
ing to be through some transformation of consciousness. 
Where is that transformation going to happen? It’s got to 
be through the arts. That’s the most powerful and the most 
transformative kind of empathy machine that we have. 

Are you working on a new novel? 
Every time I complete something, I think, I’m getting too 
old for this, it’s getting too hard. This is novel No. 13—I’ve 
been doing this for almost 40 years. Then a few weeks go 
by and the stories creep back in. I do have one that is in-
triguing me right now. I’ll be working on it only intermit-

tently, but that’s not bad either. I often jump too quickly 
and too earnestly into a new project and then have to take 
a lot of it apart. So maybe it doesn’t hurt to take my time. 

The book features an unnamed but very Trump-like 
president and rapidly accelerating climate change. It 
goes to a dark place. How much does the vision in this 
book align with your own vision of humanity?
There was a debate at [my publisher] about whether this 
was a despairing book or a hopeful one. I was so gratified 
by that. Because you can’t have cheap hope. Cheap hope 
is not going to help us at this point. We have to have what 
Thomas Hardy called “a full look at the worst” in order to 
be able to do anything. But a full look at the worst is not 
the same as capitulation, or the same as nihilism. 

We’ve so completely internalized this culture of com-
modity-mediated individualist human-exceptionalist capi-
talism that we don’t think it’s a choice—we just think it’s 
the inevitable place for history to arrive. Of course, we’re 
going to feel like this catastrophe is the end of our mean-
ing, because we can no longer look for endless accumula-
tion and endless personal aggrandizement and growth as 
the meaning of life. But we can get more gratification and 
joy and purpose from casting our lot in with aggregate 
progress and the kind of consciousness that is the goal of 
many of the world’s great religions. It doesn’t mean that 
there isn’t going to be massive suffering and massive pain 
and death along the way. But there will be purpose, and 
therefore there will be hope.

Mark Athitakis is a journalist in Phoenix who writes about books 
for Kirkus, the Washington Post, the Los Angeles Times, and 
elsewhere. Bewilderment received a starred review in the July 
15, 2021, issue.
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THE EASY LIFE IN KAMUSARI
Miura, Shion
Trans. by Carpenter, Juliet Winters
Amazon Crossing (208 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-5420-2715-1  

A withdrawn boy from Yokohama, 
just out of high school, comes of age 
after his parents enroll him in a forestry 
training program in a remote mountain 
village.

Stripped of his cellphone, which his colorful supervisor happily 
tosses down the mountainside, and lost without other modern con-
veniences, 18-year-old Yuki Hirano initially feels trapped in his new 
setting. Hopeless at all things arborist, with the cuts and bruises—
and bruised pride—to show for it, he desperately wants to go back 
home. But pulled in by the natural wonders of the environment, 
the easygoing nature and quirkiness of the closeknit villagers, and 
his attraction to a pretty, motorcycle-riding schoolteacher named 

Nao, he awakens to deep values he has never encountered in the 
big city. He develops into a skilled forester, the better to draw Nao 
away from the married lumber company owner with whom she is 
infatuated. The novel builds to the semicentennial Oyamazumi-
san festival in which Yuki is part of a crew tasked with cutting down 
the largest tree at the top of Mount Kamusari and safely guiding it 
down to the river. The first book in a new series by the author of 
The Great Passage (2011) seems aimed at a young audience. Miura 
spends a lot of time lightly educating her readers on the pungent 
glories of the mountains, the do’s and don’ts of tending to the for-
est and the environmental rewards of doing so: “Cutting down tim-
ber, using it, continually planting more—that’s how we take care of 
the woodlands.” Yuki’s breathless first-person narration is straight 
out of Japanese anime (albeit with off-color language), as are scenes 
in which characters are “spirited away.” But fans of all ages should 
enjoy the author’s blend of the traditional and the contemporary.

In a battle of Japanese settings, wondrous mountains win 
big over bustling cities.

THE CAT WHO SAVED BOOKS
Natsukawa, Sosuke
HarperVia/HarperCollins (208 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-06-309572-4  

A young Japanese bookseller sets out 
to rescue books in peril—with the help 
of a most unusual feline.

After the death of his beloved guard-
ian and grandfather, high school student 
Rintaro Natsuki drifts into running his 

grandfather’s rare bookshop while waiting to be sent to live 
with an aunt he doesn’t know. Rintaro is a hikikomari—socially 
withdrawn and isolated from most activities—and finds com-
fort and meaning in the books so precious to his plainspoken 
and well-meaning grandfather. His quiet, solitary life is dis-
rupted when, in a bolt of magical realism, a talking tabby cat 
named Tiger enlists his help in rescuing “books that have been 
imprisoned.” Some of the victimized books are locked away 
from readers by collectors, others are mutilated by abridgment 
and summarization, and more are treated as commodities by 
publishing conglomerates. Rintaro undertakes the challenges 
assisted by the saucy cat few humans can see, and his quests 
resemble the tests posed to heroes in myth, legend, and video 
game. His growing awareness of the attentions of persistently 
positive schoolmate Sayo lends the tale a gentle wholesomeness. 
Rescuing the story from sappiness are references to the classic 
books on the store’s shelves, mostly from the Western canon, 
that have formed Rintaro’s belief system. Lovers of traditional 
literature and books themselves will find validation in the les-
sons Rintaro learns (and teaches), while the story’s structure 
and fanciful nature may hold appeal for a young adult audience 
more familiar with the conventions of gaming. Tiger gets the 
best lines of dialogue but…why not?

Cats, books, young love, and adventure: catnip for a vari-
ety of readers!

“A young Japanese bookseller sets out to rescue books 
in peril—with the help of a most unusual feline.”

the cat who saved books
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GOD OF MERCY
Nwoka, Okezie
Astra House (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-662-60083-8  

A girl with the ability to fly disrupts 
the pieties of those around her.

When we first meet Ijeoma, the 
mute hero of Nwoka’s fablelike first 
novel, she’s an adventurous 9-year-old 
in a tight-knit rural community. When 

she demonstrates an ability to levitate, everybody is awestruck, 
and, in short order, terrified. Her father, Ofodile, worries that 
she’s possessed and has upset the order among rival gods. That 
concern intensifies when Ijeoma conducts other heterodox 
acts: surreptitiously feeding an infant that’s been left alone in 
a forest, thus intervening in a ritual attempt to cleanse it of evil 
spirits; or consorting with an “osu,” or spiritual outcast. Soon 
the crisis expands beyond the community, as Ijeoma is claimed 

by hard-line Christian pastor Innocent, who sees her as one of a 
handful of blasphemers in need of imprisonment and correction. 
In terms of theme and conflict, as well as references to Nigerian 
folklore, the novel owes a debt to Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall 
Apart, revising that novel’s message for the recent past. (Intersti-
tial diary entries by Ijeoma are written circa 2000.) And though 
the novel feels overlong considering its narrow scope, it has a 
pair of distinctive qualities that makes Nwoka worth continued 
attention. First is their command of different rhetorical modes. 
Within Ijeoma’s family and community, the prose is rhythmic 
and stylish; within Innocent’s world, it’s stentorian and shaped 
by cold logic. Second is an earned note of optimism that high-
lights Ijeoma’s indomitability in the face of tragedy. Oppression 
and fear are constants both within Ijeoma’s family and outside 
her enclave, but Nwoka also suggests the possibility of escape.

A well-turned dramatization of spiritual and social culture 
clashes.

COUNT TO THREE
Ragan, T.R.
Thomas & Mercer (281 pp.)
$15.95 paper  |  Dec. 14, 2021
978-1-5420-9394-1  

 A Sacramento shamus and her ambi-
tious assistant search for a teenager 
whose abduction was witnessed by their 
preteen client.

Most private eyes wouldn’t touch a 
case at the behest of Ethan Grant. The kid 

smokes in front of them, has limited financial resources, and is 
only 12 years old. But both members of the Callahan Agency have 
their reasons for agreeing to look for Ali Cross, a high school–age 
painter whom Ethan saw knocked out and bundled into a van as 
he watched from a distance, paralyzed by fear. Quinn Sullivan 
hopes to make a case for her full partnership in the agency. And 
Dani Callahan still can’t forget the day five years ago when her 
daughter, Tinsley, left her first day of kindergarten with a woman 
dressed exactly like Dani and vanished. The trauma drove Dani 
and her husband, Matthew, apart, and now that he’s married Car-
ole, a woman who won’t need the expensive fertility treatments 
that produced Tinsley, he just wants Dani to get over her loss. But 
Dani can’t get over it, and her inability to do so urges her to look 
for Ali, identify the mysterious figure who keeps breaking into 
attorney Cameron Bennington’s house, figure out why Quinn’s 
mother never came home from grocery shopping years ago, and 
identify the woman who kidnapped Tinsley. Readers hooked by 
Ragan’s earlier suspensers, such as No Going Back (2021), will wait 
with bated breath to watch all these threads come together—
unless perhaps they don’t and have to be laboriously untangled 
one strand at a time.

By-the-book thrills lead to a cascade of anticlimaxes.
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WHITE ON WHITE 
Sava�, Ay�egül 
Riverhead (192 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Nov. 30, 2021
978-0-593-33051-7  

A doctoral student in art history 
strikes up a relationship with a mysteri-
ous painter.

When an unnamed graduate stu-
dent receives a fellowship to conduct 
research on medieval art, she needs 

a place to stay. Seeing an apartment advertised through her 
department, she arranges with the owner, Pascal, a profes-
sor of medieval studies, to rent it. Pascal’s wife, a painter 
named Agnes, has a studio upstairs; she will be in the city 

“from time to time.” But when Agnes arrives, early in the stu-
dent’s yearlong stay, she shows no signs of going anywhere. 
At first, the student is glad for the company and intrigued by 
Agnes and her art, both of which are characterized by their 

“restrained elegance.” But as their friendship unfolds, Agnes 
reveals herself, both through visits to her studio (where she 
works fretfully at an all-white painting) and long talks, telling 
increasingly confessional stories about her relationships: with 
an old friend, an ex–au pair, with her parents, her children, and 
her husband. As the student is put more off-balance by Agnes’ 
intensity, she wonders what it is that is really going on behind 
Agnes’ facade. Despite the thriller-ish underpinning of the 
novel and the propulsive unfolding of the relationship at the 
book’s heart, Savas’ graceful and intellectual prose is the star 
of the show here. It makes air-light what might otherwise be 
a novel ponderous with weighty questions: What is the nature 
of art? Does it reveal or conceal? What is the nature of human 
connection? As Agnes says, “It wasn’t often…that we could 
present ourselves to others, like a self-portrait. More often, 
we made portraits of the people around us, guessing at their 
features from occasional glimpses.” 

Like a prism, this novel brilliantly illuminates the human 
spectrum of connection and longing.

THE DONUT TRAP
Tieu, Julie
Avon/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-06-306980-0  

A young woman finds love, and her-
self, when she decides to forge a path 
outside her parents’ expectations.

Jasmine Tran is a 22-year-old recent 
college graduate with no career pros-
pects, no boyfriend, and no clue what to 

do next. She knows she’s lucky to have a job at her parents’ 
shop, Sunshine Donuts, but she’s loath to imagine a lifetime 
of waking up at 5 a.m., boxing dozens of underpriced pastries, 
and butting heads with her parents, whose high standards she 

has so far failed to meet. But when Jasmine’s best friend, Linh, 
posts a photo with her boyfriend’s new roommate, Jasmine is 
shocked to see that it’s Alex Lai, the hottie she met once in 
college and never saw again. When Jasmine starts dating Alex, 
it ignites her desire to make more changes in her life—includ-
ing expanding Sunshine Donuts’ clientele enough that her 
parents can afford to hire someone else. But when they resist 
her changes, a disastrous family dinner puts her relationship 
on the line, and an old flame reappears, Jasmine’s plans might 
go up in smoke. Readers expecting a sweet-as-glaze rom-com 
will be disappointed. While the romance between Jasmine 
and Alex features heavily, it’s the least interesting aspect of 
the book. Alex is a good match for Jasmine, and readers will 
root for them, but there isn’t enough spark to justify the 
lightning-speed progress of their relationship. Where Tieu’s 
writing really shines is in her explorations of complicated fam-
ily dynamics—particularly for the American-born children 
of Chinese refugee parents—and overwhelming post-college 
ennui. The dialogue between Jasmine and her parents is often 
funny and sharp, and Tieu tackles their fraught relationships 

“A young woman finds love, and herself, when she decides 
to forge a path outside her parents’ expectations.”

the donut trap
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with understanding and warmth. Though Jasmine is desper-
ate to leave Sunshine Donuts, readers will no doubt feel the 
opposite.

This heartfelt debut is a sweet treat.

LAST GIRL GHOSTED 
Unger, Lisa
Park Row Books (400 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-778-31104-1  

 A psychological thriller spins a dark 
tale of hidden identities and buried pasts. 

Wren Greenwood is skeptical about 
looking for love, or even for a hookup, 
online. But one of her best friends, viva-
cious Jax, presses her. At 28, Wren is 

totally focused on her job writing and podcasting an advice 
column called “Dear Birdie.” She’s so intent on helping her 

audience with their personal lives she barely has one of her 
own. So Wren signs up for a Tinder-like service called Torch, 
and there he is. Adam Harper, broodingly attractive, enig-
matic—and quoting Rilke in his profile. Rilke fan Wren falls 
for him as soon as they meet, and for a few months it’s bliss. 
Then he vanishes. She’s hurt and bewildered—and then she’s 
frightened, as what she thought she knew about his identity 
seems to be an opaque mask. But why is she getting strange 
texts from unknown numbers, catching glimpses of a tall figure 
watching her from a distance? Then a private detective named 
Bailey Kirk starts asking questions about another woman who 
connected online with a man who looks like Adam—a woman 
who has disappeared. Unger crafts Wren’s first-person narration 
skillfully, creating an engaging, witty character and drawing the 
reader into her life and only slowly revealing that she has secrets 
of her own. Almost no one in this thriller is who they appear to 
be. Unger always ratchets up the tension, and the revelations, 
in her final chapters. But in this book, she spins like Simone 
Biles—and sticks the landing.

A young woman’s foray into online dating becomes a heart-
break—and then a deadly nightmare.

THE SISTERS SWEET
Weiss, Elizabeth
Dial Press (416 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Nov. 30, 2021
978-1-984801-54-8  

The roller-coaster history of an 
early-20th-century showbiz family.

In the prologue, a reporter arrives at 
the home of Harriet Szász to interview 
her following the death of her movie star 
sister, Josephine Wilder. In the reporter’s 

eyes, as Harriet knows all too well, “I’m the family dud, the trag-
ically abandoned second fiddle, a nobody stunned by her sister’s 
magnificence.” Harriet begins her story in the late spring of 
1918, when she and her twin are 5 and their Hungarian-born 
father, a set designer and tailor, finally persuades their mother, a 
former showgirl, to reenter “the family business” by launching 
the girls as a singing act. Interposed between the chapters that 
follow the trajectory of that endeavor are flashbacks set in 1903, 
1889, 1904, etc., which provide important background on key 
characters. These are at first intentionally mysterious, identify-
ing people already introduced (mother, father, etc.) by proper 
names that haven’t yet been revealed. It’s kind of fun when 
you connect the dots and figure out who’s who, but it makes 
for confusion in the first third of the book. The girls’ career has 
barely begun when the Spanish flu shuts down the theaters and 
sends them back to their mother’s dull family in Ohio, run by 
her brother-in-law, a priggish pastor with ambitious dreams of 
his own. Then Daddy has a brainstorm—they will reintroduce 
the girls as Siamese twins! The ruse goes gangbusters until what 
you know is going to happen, based on reveals in the prologue, 
finally does: Josie gets fed up with the sister act and runs off 
to Hollywood. The rest of the book focuses on Harriet, who 
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maybe really is the tragically abandoned second fiddle, but 
maybe she can learn to defy all the people who control her and 
become her own person.

Interesting characters and rich period setting balance 
structural flaws. A promising debut.

A FLICKER IN THE DARK
Willingham, Stacy
Minotaur (368 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-2508-0382-5  

Twenty years after Chloe Davis’ 
father was convicted of killing half a 
dozen young women, someone seems to 
be celebrating the anniversary by extend-
ing the list.

No one in little Breaux Bridge, Loui-
siana, was left untouched by Richard Davis’ confession, least 

of all his family members. His wife, Mona, tried to kill herself 
and has been incapacitated ever since. His son, Cooper, became 
so suspicious that even now it’s hard for him to accept phar-
maceutical salesman Daniel Briggs, whose sister, Sophie, also 
vanished 20 years ago, as Chloe’s fiance. And Chloe’s own night-
mares, which lead her to rebuff New York Times reporter Aaron 
Jansen, who wants to interview her for an anniversary story, are 
redoubled when her newest psychiatric patient, Lacey Deckler, 
follows the path of high school student Aubrey Gravino by dis-
appearing and then turning up dead. The good news is that Dick 
Davis, whom Chloe has had no contact with ever since he was 
imprisoned after his confession, obviously didn’t commit these 
new crimes. The bad news is that someone else did, someone 
who knows a great deal about the earlier cases, someone who 
could be very close to Chloe indeed. First-timer Willingham 
laces her first-person narrative with a stifling sense of victim-
hood that extends even to the survivors and a series of climactic 
revelations, at least some of which are guaranteed to surprise 
the most hard-bitten readers.

The story is sadly familiar, the treatment claustrophobi-
cally intense.

m y s t e r y

THE DANGER WITHIN
Bonner, Hilary
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-7278-5041-6  

Methodical police work unravels the 
mysteries linked to two battered wives a 
generation apart.

Veteran North Devon DCI David 
Vogel is the first to arrive at a bizarre 
murder scene. Thomas Quinn lies dead 

in a pool of blood on his kitchen floor. Across the room, his wife, 
Gillian, who’s called the police, lies huddled on the floor, appar-
ently in a state of shock. While the evidence points to her as her 
husband’s killer, she may also be his longtime victim. Bonner 
counterpoints Vogel’s investigation of the Quinn murder with 
the story of Lilian St. John, who, back in 1997, suffers regular 
abuse at the hands of her husband, Kurt. In addition to physi-
cally assaulting Lilian, Kurt has also cancelled her credit cards 
and sent two “goons” to watch her. While Vogel gathers tons 
of evidence, including testimonials of innocence from Gillian’s 
devoted son, Greg, and her close friend Sadie Pearson, nothing 
brings him closer to clearing her of involvement in the murder. 
Confirming the injuries she suffered at the hands of her late 
husband only strengthens the case against her. Lilian goes on 
the run only to be pursued by Kurt, and when she takes decisive 
action, it backfires on her. Bonner’s procedural, Vogel’s fourth 
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appearance, focuses as much on the investigative team and 
Vogel’s dogged, meticulous pursuit of the truth as on the sus-
pense surrounding the identities of the miscreants. The closing 
chapters offer the solution to the mystery surrounding Thomas 
Quinn’s murder and explain the link between Gillian and Lilian.

A crisp crime yarn: no muss, no fuss, no stone unturned.

A PLUS ONE FOR MURDER
Bradford, Laura
Berkley (304 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-593334-76-8  

Bradford launches a new series about 
a failing travel agent’s ingenious plan to 
reinvent herself that goes horribly wrong.

The travel industry’s in a funk, and 
Emma Westlake hasn’t booked a client in 
months. Her lifeline is her relationship 

with Dottie Adler. Dottie’s late husband arranged to have 
Emma paid handsomely for having tea weekly with his frail wife, 
a task Emma has come to enjoy. Still, Emma’s shocked when 
Dottie suggests that Emma should recruit other clients to pay 
for her companionship. While Emma mulls this suggestion, 
Dottie works the phones. Soon Emma’s agreed to accompany a 
senior citizen who gives his name only as Big Max to a dance at 
the local senior center and to serve as exercise buddy to Stepha-
nie Porter, a workaholic who wants to develop a social life. Hop-
ing to expand her pool of clients beyond the ones Dottie has 
referred, Emma prints up business cards offering her services 
as a companion for all of life’s plus-one moments. The listing 
she posts on a virtual community bulletin board nets her first 
non-Dottie-connected client, Brian Hill, who wants Emma to 
accompany him to a local club’s open mic night. Unfortunately, 
the only part of the poetry slam that interests Brian is the slam; 
before dinner, he shares with Emma a list of prominent people—
all present in the room—he plans to insult publicly. Naturally, 
he falls over dead before he can get started. Emma panics, leav-
ing the room with a list of now-probable suspects, and is faced 
with an increasingly complicated set of choices when Deputy 
Jack Riordan, the investigating officer, befriends her and Scout, 
her adorable puppy.

Despite her quirky premise, Bradford ends up hugging a 
familiar cozy trail.

DARKNESS FALLS
Bryndza, Robert
Thomas & Mercer (329 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-5420-2962-9  

Fledgling sleuths in southwest Eng-
land probe the disappearance of a dogged 
investigative journalist.

Thirteen years after Joanna Dun-
can was pursued and strangled by an 
attacker who leaves no evidence behind, 

her frustrated mother, Bev Ellis, contacts criminology profes-
sor–turned-detective Kate Marshall for help in learning the 
truth about her daughter. An ambitious reporter and a newly-
wed, Joanna would never have run away; she must have been a 
victim of foul play, but the police have virtually no leads. The 
complexity of the case both daunts and intrigues Kate. After 
checking her workload and consulting her impulsive young 
sidekick, Tristan Harper, she agrees to investigate. Bryndza 
offers clean, quiet prose and a plot that methodically unmasks 
every aspect of the mystery. Kate and Tristan question Joan-
na’s husband, Fred, and examine the private life of local MP 
Noah Huntley, whom Joanna had written an exposé about. 
Both men have alibis that turn out to be porous. As Kate and 
Tristan dig further, unearthing dark secrets, the investigation 
shifts to a search for David Lamb and Gabe Kemp, two young, 
handsome, missing men who might have been rent boys. Then 
the focus expands, alternating between Kate and Tristan’s 
investigation and a narrative involving David and Gabe that 

“Crisp detective fiction with the appeal of a 
just-the-facts true-crime program.”

darkness falls



leads, after multiple twists, to Joanna Duncan and reveals the 
identity of her killer. Kate and Tristan have a breezy chemistry, 
but most of the novel’s character descriptions and dialogue 
feel well worn and formulaic. Where Bryndza excels is in plot-
ting, crafting a solution supported piece by piece by methodi-
cal investigation. 

Crisp detective fiction with the appeal of a just-the-facts 
true-crime program.

STITCHED IN CRIME
Caldwell, Emmie
Berkley (304 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-593101-70-4  

An amateur sleuth refuses to accept 
the story that a young woman commit-
ted suicide.

The craft fair where retired nurse Lia 
Geiger sells her wares is well on the way 
to recovering from a recent murder, and 
her daughter’s new job and romance with 

a police officer are going well. Lia’s new neighbor at the fair is 
Cori Littlefield, a shy young woman with a prodigious talent for 
crocheting all kinds of unusual items. After a newspaper article 
popularizes Cori’s booth, she slowly begins to open up to Lia. 
When Lia visits Cori, who’s recently moved into her mother’s 
spacious home in Crandalsburg, Pennsylvania, she acciden-
tally sees a disturbing crocheted scene of a woman dead at the 
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bottom of a hill, and Cori becomes very upset. When Cori’s 
found dead at the base of a waterfall, Lia doesn’t buy the suicide 
theory. At the wake, Lia meets Cori’s half sister, Robin, but not 
their mother, who’s currently in a nursing facility following a car 
accident. Learning from some friends that Cori had a recurring 
nightmare about falling from Long Run Falls, where Jessica, her 
childhood babysitter, died, Lia begins to investigate that cold 
case and realizes that it may have been a murder and that all 
the suspects are still around. The police listen sympathetically 
to Lia’s theory but have no hard evidence that would spur them 
to reopen the case. Instead, her knitting friends help her track 
down clues, putting her in danger from a killer who’s now good 
and spooked.

Relatable characters with everyday problems boost an 
average mystery.

MIMI LEE CRACKS THE CODE
Chow, Jennifer J.
Berkley (288 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Nov. 30, 2021
978-1-984-80503-4  

An animal groomer and her telepath-
ically connected cat must clear the name 
of a friend and investor.

In addition to her work as the CEO 
of her own tech company and the main 
investor in Hollywoof, Mimi Lee’s pet 

grooming business, Pixie St. James is joining the short-term 
rental market with a property she’s just bought in Catalina. And 
because the house is unbooked for an upcoming weekend, she 
offers it gratis to Mimi; Mimi’s boyfriend, Josh, a lawyer; and 
even Mimi’s cat, Marshmallow. It’s a great chance for Mimi and 
Josh to get away from it all. Catalina’s only an hour from LA 
by ferry but a world away in terms of lifestyle, and Mimi and 
Josh need a break from work, which keeps them from spend-
ing much time together. But after Mimi and Josh arrive with 
Marshmallow in tow, their vacation is essentially cancelled 
because Gertrude, Josh’s new paralegal, all but ensures that Josh 
has to burn the midnight oil on work responsibilities. If that 
weren’t enough to put a damper on their good times, an issue 
with Pixie’s latest renter, Davis D. Argo, shifts Mimi from cou-
ple time to investigative mode. Bad news about Davis’ fate con-
nects Mimi with her old antagonist Detective Brown, though 
he may have become a bit gentler now that Mimi’s given him 
Nimbus the kitty to adopt. If nothing else, Mimi’s confident 
that her ability to telepathically connect to Marshmallow will 
help clear Pixie as she and Marshmallow dig into the case.

Still good, but the cat, who gets all the punchlines, is a lot 
funnier than the people.

JANE AUSTEN’S LOST LETTERS
Cleland, Jane K.
Minotaur (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Dec. 14, 2021
978-1-2507-7938-0  

An antiques dealer may have come 
upon the find of a lifetime—if only she 
can stay alive long enough to authenti-
cate it.

Josie Prescott has a successful busi-
ness and a TV show featuring dueling 

experts in the studio she keeps near New Hampshire’s short 
but lovely coast. When an attractive older woman introducing 
herself as a friend of Josie’s late father hands her a box and walks 
away, Josie’s life is radically changed. The box contains a note 
from her father written two decades before that explains where 
he found the two enclosed letters written by Jane Austen. As 
it happens, the show Josie’s shooting features two experts on 
handwriting who’ve made great strides identifying fakes, and 
both are eager to authenticate the letters. Professor Gloria 
Moreau, of nearby Hitchens University, is a world-renowned 
expert to whom Josie finds herself especially drawn, so she’s 
both shocked and pained when she finds her strangled in the 
woods near the studio. Josie’s eager to assist the police chief, 
with whom she has a long-standing relationship, but finding 
her father’s mysterious friend is her top priority. She uses every 
resource she has, from her husband, a security expert pondering 
a promotion that would require them to move to D.C., to her 
reporter pal Wes Smith, who uses facial recognition software to 
put a name to the woman, who still refuses to talk to her. The 
combination of two mysteries and someone who doesn’t like 
Josie poking around almost mean the death of her.

Both mystery fans and antiques lovers will enjoy the eru-
dite heroine’s informative, entertaining new adventure.

DARK QUEEN WATCHING
Doherty, Paul
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-78029-138-3  

Margaret Beaufort’s third adventure 
features a locked-room murder and a 
plethora of evil machinations.

Margaret Beaufort, Countess of 
Richmond, and her son in exile, Henry 
Tudor, are the last remnants of a historic 

family. The death of her husband leaves Margaret even more 
exposed to the Yorkist powers that want her dead. She relies 
on the only two people she can trust: Master Reginald Bray and 
especially Christopher Urswicke, whose cleverness has helped 
keep her alive and plotting. A battle invisible to most is rag-
ing between the Garduna, a secret organization of killers who 
work for whomever will pay them, and the Luciferi, who act for 
the French Crown. Someone has paid the Garduna to harass 
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Margaret, and her London house becomes a dangerous place 
as vicious broadsheets accuse her of unspeakable deeds. Hav-
ing secretly sent for her son to come to England in disguise, she 
plans to seek sanctuary at her country estate and nearby Chert-
sey Abbey. Before she can leave London, though, a Frenchman 
is poisoned in a locked room of her house, and Christopher 
adds solving the murder to the list of things he must do to pro-
tect Margaret. He’s well aware of the fact that the attacks on 
Margaret are almost certainly planned by his own father, whom 
he must outsmart if the House of Lancaster is to survive.

A deep dive into an exciting historical period replete with 
action-filled sequences and nefarious plots.

TWENTY YEARS LATER
Donlea, Charlie
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Dec. 28, 2021
978-1-4967-2716-9  

Twenty years after an accused mur-
derer’s initial meeting with her attorney 
is cut short by the 9/11 attack, a shocking 
discovery reopens the case, and several 
other mysteries as well.

The circumstantial evidence that 
Victoria Ford whipped and choked and hanged her lover, best-
selling author Cameron Young, was strong, the forensic evi-
dence even more damning. Nonetheless, Roman Manchester 
was poised to take on her defense when the attack on the World 
Trade Center, where he had his office, rendered the whole case 
moot. When a bit of bone extracted from the wreckage 20 
years later is finally identified as Victoria’s, ambitious Ameri-
can Event anchor Avery Mason, avid for a big story that will 
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strengthen her hand as she bargains for a new contract, envi-
sions the ratings she’ll get from retelling the story, which fea-
tures Cameron’s then-pregnant wife, professor Tessa Young; the 
abortion that prevented Victoria from having any more chil-
dren; a ghoulish murder scene; and a lurid sex tape. Walt Jen-
kins, who handled the investigation back in 2001, comes out of 
retirement in Jamaica to help Avery, little knowing that she has 
another, more deep-laid motive for her sudden burning interest. 
For her part, Natalie Ratcliff, the wealthy college friend Victo-
ria hoped would help her pay Roman Manchester’s enormous 
bill, is hiding a secret of her own. So many parties to the new 
investigation are hiding so many secrets, in fact, that when the 
big reveal finally comes, it seems both utterly logical and some-
how beside the point of whatever the larger pattern might be.

An entertaining thriller with often unrelated surprises 
lurking around every corner up to the final anticlimax.

UNDER PRESSURE
Driscoll, Sara
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Nov. 30, 2021
978-1-4967-3504-1  

The FBI’s K-9 specialists go after the 
illegal trade in conflict diamonds.

Dogs can’t sniff out diamonds, of 
course, but they can be trained to fol-
low undercover FBI agents who’ve been 
embedded in the Mafia but would be 

executed if they were found carrying tracking devices. So the 
Bureau’s Kate Moore wants to borrow Meg Jennings and Brian 
Foster and their dogs, Hawk and Lacey, to keep tabs on Special 
Agent Finn Pierce, who’s gone undercover with the Philadel-
phia mob as Angelo Marzano. Meg, who’s just moved into a D.C. 
duplex with her partner, firefighter/paramedic Todd Webb—
the neighbors in the other half are Meg’s sister, dog trainer Cara, 
and her own partner, Washington Post reporter Clay McCord—is 
eager to work again with Brian, who’s been away from the job 
nursing Lacey, who saved his life in Leave No Trace (2020). And 
she seems to enjoy a tourist’s-eye view of Philly, whose high-
lights range from the Liberty Bell to the Rocky steps outside 
the art museum. In fact, all the trappings (conscientious exposi-
tory passages on the heroine’s home life and the city she’s visit-
ing, nuggets of information about diamonds, and lots of dogs) 
would mark this as a cozy if the franchise character didn’t work 
for the FBI, confront ruthless professional criminals in violent 
set pieces, and sustain significant physical damage. No sooner 
has Meg decisively repelled the mobster who’s invaded her 
home, for instance, than Clay follows a lead too far for comfort 
and falls into the clutches of a capo who’s happy to torture him 
for information.

Love it or hate it, Driscoll’s niche—think Margaret Tru-
man meets the mob—is all her own.

OBSERVATIONS BY GASLIGHT
Stories From the World of 
Sherlock Holmes
Faye, Lyndsay
Mysterious Press (295 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-61316-261-3  

Veteran Sherlock-ian Faye returns to 
Victorian London with six tales whose 
principal novelty is their variety of 
narrators.

The indispensable narrator, of course, is opera singer Irene 
Adler, who gets the most memorable story. The journal and 
scrapbook entries collected in “The Adventure of the Stopped 
Clocks” show her rising concern over a dubious stock trade 
involving her husband Godfrey’s two brothers, whose entan-
glement with “Baron” Dickie Maupertuis leads her to consult 
her adversary-turned-ally Holmes. Henry Wiggins, the leader 
of the Baker Street Irregulars, recalls his first encounter with 
Holmes concerning his fears about Dr. Vincent Manvers, the 
self-proclaimed Lullaby Doctor whose designs on the neigh-
borhood children in “The Song of a Want” are genuinely creepy. 
Inspector Geoffrey Lestrade, troubled by the abuse his sister 
suffered at the hands of her husband, forms a reluctant part-
nership with Holmes to solve the mystery of “Our Common 
Correspondent,” and Holmes takes the more fresh-minted 
and eager Inspector Stanley Hopkins under his wing to reveal 
the disappointingly anticlimactic source of the dismembered 
arm washed up in a teak box in “The River of Silence.” Holmes 
and Watson’s landlady, Martha Hudson, adds surprising revela-
tions about the pair’s economic arrangements when Watson’s 
ailing cousin Edward upends their household in the not very 
mysterious “A Life Well Lived.” The most obscure narrator is A. 
Davenport Lomax, the sublibrarian Watson consulted in “The 
Adventure of the Illustrious Client” without ever allowing him 
to speak, who brings to Holmes’ attention a truly poisonous 
text in “The Gospel of Sheba.” Faye’s straight-faced editorial 
apparatus—a brief “Note From the Editor,” an Introduction by 
Henry Wiggins, now a London solicitor, and extensive “About 
the Contributors”—rounds the collection off in high style.

Meat and drink for fans of the Canon of the Sacred 
Writings.

MURDER, SHE WROTE: 
DEBONAIR IN DEATH
Fletcher, Jessica & Moran, Terrie Farley
Berkley (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-593333-62-4  

Cabot Cove takes another step 
toward becoming the murder capital of 
the world.

Jessica Fletcher is back in her lovely 
Maine coastal town after solving a 

“Veteran Sherlock-ian Faye returns to Victorian London with six 
tales whose principal novelty is their variety of narrators.”

observations by gaslight



murder in South Carolina. Geographically speaking, she has 
become something of an equal opportunity sleuth, and when 
lothario Nelson Penzell, a newcomer to her hometown, is found 
battered to death in the art shop he’d bought a partnership in, 
she wastes no time setting out to prove that meek young mani-
curist Coreen Wilson is innocent despite having been found 
hysterical and covered in blood in front of the shop. With the 
help of Doc Hazlitt, Jessica prevents Sheriff Mort Metzger 
from questioning Coreen until Jessica can find her a lawyer. In 
the meantime, Jessica, with the aid of many of the Cabot Cove 
regulars, digs into the mystery herself. When her old acquain-
tance Michael Haggerty of MI6, caught trying to break into 
Penzell’s house, explains that he’s looking into an international 
smuggling ring, Jessica has to acknowledge that the case may be 
more complicated than she thought. Michael’s later admission 
that there may be more than simple jewel smuggling involved 
and that he’s after the kingpin Penzell was working for makes 
Jessica wonder whether Penzell was murdered by a castoff lover, 
a jealous husband, his unhappy business partner, or a deadly spy-
master. Naturally, she won’t give up until the truth is revealed.

Despite her long record of triumphs, the queen of cozy 
always finds an interesting new twist.

RENEWED FOR MURDER
Gilbert, Victoria
Crooked Lane (352 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-64385-786-2  

A present-day murder in Virginia’s 
Blue Ridge Mountains is rooted in a high 
school feud.

Taylorsford, Virginia, library director 
Amy Webber is basking in the warmth of 
her recent marriage to respected dancer 

and choreographer Richard Muir. Amy’s research skills have 
helped uncover several killers, and Richard is dismayed when 
she has to call on them again because her Aunt Lydia’s lifelong 
friend Zelda Shoemaker has found a dead woman in her garden. 
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Zelda has little to say about the murder except that she didn’t 
commit it, but their friend Chief Deputy Brad Tucker is forced 
to arrest her based on circumstantial evidence, including a pair 
of gardening gloves and the fact that the gun Zelda’s late hus-
band owned has gone missing. The dead woman is Claudia Ever-
hart, whose high school choir tied with the local Leeland High 
choir in a competition half a century ago. Many choir alumni 
are back in town for a group celebration. Ever since dropping 
out of choir halfway through her senior year, Zelda’s been hid-
ing some secret about her experiences back them. Amy, who’s 
delighted to use her research skills to track down anything 
unusual from that time, finds information about a schoolmate 
who almost died from a peanut allergy and another who was 
killed in a car accident. These seemingly unrelated incidents 
don’t seem like a motive for murder, but as Amy and her friends 
investigate it looks more and more likely that one of them trig-
gered someone to kill.

The lovingly rendered characters continue to steal the 
show in the heroine’s sixth case.

PAY OR PLAY
Gould, Howard Michael
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-7278-5085-0  

In his third outing, stuff-averse ex–
LAPD detective Charlie Waldo is stuck 
with two cases he also doesn’t want.

Drug trafficker Don Q, who’s trou-
bled Waldo’s sleep before, wants to know 
who the John Doe fished from a city 

fountain was and how he died. (And no, he’s not saying why he 
needs to know.) Waldo’s not interested, but Don Q makes him 
an offer he can’t refuse. So, in her own way, does his lover, private 
eye Lorena Nascimento, whose price for letting Waldo say he’s 
working for her so he can dig up information on the dead man 
everyone knew as the Professor is to help manage her latest cli-
ent, foulmouthed TV judge Ida Mudge, who wants Lorena and 
her hapless operatives to dig up all the dirt they can on Imman-
uel Nickerson, the ex-lover who served as Mudge’s Bailiff Man 
until his contract wasn’t renewed and he filed suit for sexual 
harassment, and the four other men who’ve joined the suit. The 
first mystery isn’t interesting enough to be worth all the frustra-
tion, but the second, which eventually leads Waldo to reopen 
the case of Anthony Branch, a long-dead college friend of both 
Mudge and her high-powered lawyer, Fontella Davis, produces 
a steady stream of backstory complications, amusing episodes, 
and climactic surprises. A special highlight comes when Wal-
do’s determination not to own more than 100 objects is sorely 
tested: He has to come up with seven things to jettison on the 
spot in order to buy a six-pack of beer for Pete Conady, the for-
mer LAPD colleague whose help he sorely needs.

Who needs 101 possessions when you’ve got Waldo’s savvy, 
grit, and luck?

FALSE FACE
Heley, Veronica
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-7278-5057-7  

The owner of a domestic agency 
finds her own domestic bliss shattered 
when her husband agrees to paint the 
portrait of an aging screen star.

Bea Abbot found so much to like in 
her first husband, Piers, that after the 

death of her second, she was willing to give the reformed phi-
landerer another chance. Now Bea and Piers, a busy portrait 
painter, live together comfortably in a multistory, multipurpose 
home. Her agency occupies the spacious lower level, she and 
Piers live in the middle, and the upper story is available to Bea’s 
ward, Bernice, when she isn’t away at boarding school. Piers 
uses the cottage in the mews behind the house, where he lived 
before the remarriage, as his art studio. It’s lucky that it’s avail-
able, since Karina, subject of his latest portrait, has chucked 
him out of her house in Belgravia, claiming he stole a valuable 
piece of her jewelry while preserving her image for posterity. 
Piers isn’t the first target of Karina’s wrath. The actress, widely 
considered a “national treasure,” fired her cook the day before 
and more recently accused her ghostwriter, Molly Malone, of 
theft. When Molly, intent on salvaging her reputation, flees 
to Bea’s house, Bea realizes to her consternation not only that 
Abbot Agency had sent Molly—who had no experience as a 
writer—to help Karina write her memoir, but that Molly had 
listed Piers’ studio as her mailing address. Alarm turns to terror 
when Molly’s friend Jolene, another Abbot Agency employee, 
disappears, and Karina’s adult sons break into Bea’s home look-
ing for the thumb drive containing Molly’s version of the mem-
oir. Layers of deceit push Bea to the brink as she fights a family 
with absolutely no scruples.

A familiar tale of the good fighting off evil that holds few 
surprises.

THEY CAN’T TAKE YOUR 
NAME
Justice, Robert
Crooked Lane (304 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-64385-842-5  

The daughter of a convicted killer 
joins forces with the new owner of a 
historic Denver nightclub to clear her 
father’s name.

Langston Brown is on death row in 
Stratling Correctional Facility for the Mother’s Day Massa-
cre, a years-ago bank robbery that turned lethal. The evidence 
is overwhelming—except for the minor detail that Langston 
is Black and all the witnesses to the crime said the perp was 
White. Armed with that little-publicized discrepancy, Brown’s 
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daughter, Liza, leaves Juilliard and enrolls in law school with the 
goal of vindicating her father. Returning to Five Points, Denver’s 
Black neighborhood, she’s hired by Eli Stone on the spur of the 
moment to manage The Roz, the jazz club Eli bought and plans to 
reopen in hopes of recovering from the death of his beloved wife, 
Antoinette. The forces arrayed against the pair are formidable. 
Detective Sean Slager, the Black cop who made the case against 
Langston, is so determined to protect his community from what 
he sees as bad apples that he’s willing to plant evidence against 
anyone he thinks guilty. The Colorado governor, learning that the 
state’s store of the chemicals it uses in lethal injections is rapidly 
approaching its expiration date, announces that he’s dramatically 
accelerating the schedule of executions to squeeze them all in 
under the deadline. The judge hearing Langston’s appeal is mani-
festly unsympathetic, and a crucial piece of evidence has gone 
missing. All of this may sound familiar, but Justice, who’s clearly 
more invested in his characters than his plot, and more invested 
in an anatomy of the racial injustices baked into the justice sys-
tem than either, develops the ticking-clock story in ways that will 
surprise most readers.

A soulful study of dreams deferred wrapped up, not always 
convincingly, in the trappings of a thriller.

HOW TO BOOK A MURDER
Kuhn, Cynthia
Crooked Lane (336 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-64385-859-3  

Kuhn auditions a new heroine who 
has a lot in common with the protagonist 
of her academic mysteries, most recently 
The Study of Secrets (2020).

Because her sister, Lucy, hasn’t been 
able to keep up the special-events sched-

ule that brought in extra money to Starlit Bookshop, new Ph.D. 
Emma Starrs gives up her chance at college teaching to help 
her family keep their store going. Fortune seems to favor them 
when much-married Tabitha Baxter, Emma’s mean-girl nemesis 
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back in high school, arrives at their store complaining that her 
mystery-night party planner has gone AWOL. Thinking that 
this gig could solve their problems, Emma offers to facilitate 
the party. Apart from the inevitable sniping from Tabitha and 
her equally mean friends, things go well until Tabitha’s latest 
husband, a college dean, is murdered in the middle of the party, 
leaving Emma and her aunt, a college professor and mystery 
writer, as suspects. Although Emma has no motive, Nora, who 
teaches at the college where Tip Baxter was a dean, is in a long-
running fight to get the English department moved to a better 
space. Of course the spouse is always a suspect, but Tabitha’s 
money and position help shield her despite the fact that she’s 
awfully friendly with one of her exes. If they’re to clear their 
names and keep Tabitha’s bad-mouthing from destroying their 
livelihoods, Emma sees that they may have to solve this murder 
on their own.

A nice mix of interpersonal relations and a heroine work-
ing to sort out the obligatory red herrings.

COLD BREW CORPSE
Lush, Tara
Crooked Lane (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-64385-788-6  

A yoga teacher’s disappearance dis-
rupts a budding romance.

Lana Lewis’ life is finally on the 
upswing. After a brief marriage and an 
equally brief career as a reporter for a 
Miami newspaper, she slunk home to the 

Gulf Coast after both went bust. But running a coffee shop in 
a Devil’s Beach building owned by her aging-hippie dad has its 
rewards. Perkatory has two killer baristas, Erica and Barbara, to 
help Lana serve her quirky customers with style. And she’s on 
the brink of a meaningful relationship with local police chief 
Noah Garcia. Unfortunately, their first real date ends before it 
begins when the receptionist at his swanky apartment house 
hands Lana a note from the handsome detective apologizing for 
being called away on a case. It seems that Raina Rose, owner 
of Dante’s Inferno, a popular hot yoga studio, has disappeared. 
Her boyfriend, Kai Lahtinen, son of a prominent politician, is 
beside himself. Raina has no reason to run away. She just led a 
successful yoga retreat to Costa Rica, and her business is boom-
ing. But there’s also no reason to suspect foul play. Lush dangles 
the mystery of Raina’s whereabouts tantalizingly for a gratify-
ingly long time before descending into the tried-and-true cozy 
tropes: a corpse, cascading revelations about the dark side of 
the deceased, and a plucky heroine whose sleuthing inevitably 
leads to peril.

If only Lush had sustained her initial momentum, she’d 
have a recipe fit to beat Starbucks.

PAST LIFE 
Mark, David
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-7278-9092-4  

Aector McAvoy fans, rejoice! The 
highly regarded Hull police officer is 
back in a searing exposé of buried secrets.

When a fortuneteller is found mur-
dered and mutilated, Detective Super-
intendent Trish Pharaoh and her team 

catch a case which, for Aector, turns into a devastating replay of 
the past. Twelve years ago, Aector’s future wife, Roisin Teague, 
an Irish Traveler and the apple of her powerful father’s eye, was 
staying with her aunt, clairvoyant Eva-Jayne Puck, to keep out 
of the way of a vicious feud between her family and a rival clan. 
When someone killed and mutilated Eva-Jayne in her own 
apartment, Roisin barely escaped. Aector learned from a CCTV 
image that Roisin, whom he’d been unable to forget after hav-
ing “half killed” some men who’d raped her several years ear-
lier, was a witness to Eva-Jayne’s killing. Instead of turning her 
in, he searched for her, and she helped him survive a vicious 
attack by the hired killer known as Cromwell. Now married 
to Roisin, a conflicted Aector lives with the false belief that his 
father-in-law killed Cromwell. Roisin, who knows better, has 
recurring nightmares she refuses to discuss with her husband. 
Now Cromwell’s come for revenge, using Aector and Roisin’s 
children as bait. Aector goes rogue to protect his children, who 
are caught up in a case that has become ever more complex and 
brutally dangerous.

Polished prose, lovable recurring characters, and a stun-
ning revelation make this a mystery to savor.

A DEADLY ENDOWMENT
Maxwell, Alyssa
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Dec. 28, 2021
978-1-4967-3490-7  

A scheme to help support an 
entrenched English estate goes fatally 
awry.

Now that World War I has upended 
the assumption of the English aristoc-
racy, Phoebe Renshaw of Foxwood Hall 

has convinced her conservative grandparents, Lord and Lady 
Wroxly, to give house tours in the hope of boosting their faltering 
bottom line. The first tour group consists of village schoolchil-
dren and members of the Greater Gloucestershire Historical 
Society. Lady Phoebe and Eva Huntford, her maid and confi-
dante, soon find it difficult to keep the group together and are 
annoyed by snarky comments and people slipping away. When 
putative historical society author Arvina Bell is found strangled 
in the library, the lazy chief inspector ends up arresting her son, 
but Phoebe and Eva, who’ve had much experience of murder, 



are far from convinced that he’s the guilty party. Luckily, Eva’s 
boyfriend, constable Miles Brannock, is on their side when the 
murder of another historical society member confirms their 
suspicion that some sleuthing is in order. After a picture is sto-
len from the house and Phoebe’s Grams is attacked, Phoebe 
wonders how much she should credit rumors that a treasure’s 
been hidden in Foxwood Hall. Questioning members of the his-
torical society reveals that all is not well among the group, and 
many secrets emerge—but which of them is worth killing for?

Beneath all the red herrings is an appealingly perceptive 
look at England between the wars.

FROM A DARK HORIZON
McCallin, Luke
Berkley (528 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-425282-92-2  

All is not quiet on the Western Front.
Lt. Gregor Reinhardt, of the 17th 

Prussian Fusiliers, is roused in the mid-
dle of a July night in 1918 with news of a 
bizarre bombing and the condemnation 
of one of his men, Willy Sattler, for the 

deed. The left-wing Sattler, who’s recently been demoted to pri-
vate, has reportedly taken his own life after blowing up a house 
full of officers. Flashbacks reveal Reinhardt’s testy exchanges 
with the anti-war Sattler, but he can’t find any hard data about 
Sattler’s role in the bombings or his movements shortly before. 
The insolent push back he gets from Voigt, one of Sattler’s clos-
est friends, gives Reinhardt pause. When he learns that Sattler 
is not dead but lying in a coma, Reinhardt, who can’t help being 
disturbed by the rush to judgment on the man’s alleged demise 
without sufficient evidence, begins to investigate. He finds an 
unlikely ally in Sgt. Rudolf Brauer, who becomes his sidekick 
after having similar misgivings. Since McCallin, whose three 
previous Gregor Reinhardt mysteries are set during or after 
World War II, is as concerned with history as mystery, the two 
are closely intertwined here. The author lays out the tension 
between the pro-war mainstream German government and 
the rising Social Democrats as well as the murkier role of the 
Russians in the war. Series fans should enjoy his portrait of the 
younger, more impulsive Reinhardt, and a cast of characters 
proves helpful in keeping the players straight.

A weighty war novel whose mystery reflects the synergy 
between the political and personal. 

KILLER RESEARCH
McKinlay, Jenn
Berkley (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-593101-77-3  

Quiet, please, for more murder and 
mayhem at the Briar Creek Library.

Library director Lindsey Norris has 
taken care to separate her job from her 
enthusiastic backing of Ms. Cole, head 
of circulation, who’s running for mayor. 

Unfortunately, the present mayor, furious about facing compe-
tition for a position he’s long held, makes a scene at the library 
denouncing Ms. Cole as too old for the job. Mayor Hensen 
is delighted when a body is found in Ms. Cole’s car, which is 
parked in the library lot, and eager to see her arrested. Since 
Lindsey has plenty of past experience with murder, she begins 
her own investigation with the help of her husband, Sully, and 
plenty of her friends. At first there seems to be no connection 
between the dead man and Ms. Cole, but his eventual identi-
fication by his business partner as Henry Lewis, to whom Ms. 
Cole was briefly engaged almost 40 years ago, sends her right to 
the head of the suspect line. The mayor and his cronies show no 
shame in exploiting the situation; Ms. Cole, for her part, wavers 
between continuing her campaign in high style and considering 
dropping out for the good of the town. Lindsay revisits both Ms. 
Cole’s activist past and Lewis’ recent problems to winkle out a 
killer with an unusually well-hidden motive.

Plenty of well-defined characters add charm and bite to a 
thorny mystery.

FROM LADLE TO GRAVE 
Meade, Amy Patricia
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-7278-9056-6  

The death of a retired law officer 
reunites a sleuthing couple.

Tish Tarragon, who owns a literary-
themed cafe in Hobson Glen, Virginia, 
has been quite a successful amateur 
sleuth. After a hiatus, Sheriff Clem-

son Reade is back in town, and their attraction to each other 
heats up when he hires Tish as a consultant in the murder of 
retired Sheriff Gadsden Carney, whom Tish found dead on the 
grave of Daisy Honeycutt. Twenty-five years ago, Carney had 
investigated 6-year-old Daisy’s murder, a sensational case that 
was eventually closed when her mother confessed to killing 
her. Now Clemson and Tish realize they must revisit the case 
because it may provide the motive for Carney’s murder. Carney 
always thought the mystery hadn’t been correctly solved, and 
since Daisy’s father was a wealthy and powerful senator who 
whisked his wife and son away before even talking to the police, 
a coverup seems likely. The senator and his wife, Delilah, were 
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“Quiet, please, for more murder and
mayhem at the Briar Creek Library.”

killer research
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on the outs at the time, and he may have been having an affair 
with the intern he later married. Delilah was fixated on promot-
ing Daisy’s singing career despite her tender age. The couple’s 
son, Walker James, was packed off to Europe immediately after 
Daisy’s murder but is now back in Virginia running a success-
ful software development company. As the sleuths work their 
way through interviews with everyone who’s still alive, several 
anomalies turn up that put them on a promising track.

A charming cozy with plenty of suspects for the romanti-
cally inclined sleuths to winnow out.

PRIDE, PREJUDICE, 
AND PERIL
Oliver, Katie
Berkley (320 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-593337-61-5  

Oliver links her passion for all things 
Jane Austen to a cozy whodunit.

Despite her mother’s best attempts 
to set her up with a string of suitable men, 
Phaedra Brighton insists that she’s doing 
just fine. At 34, she’s a professor of Eng-

lish at Virginia’s fictional Somerset University who dons empire-
waist dresses for her lectures on Austen; she’s perfectly content 
living alone with her cat, Wickham; and now, as she prepares to 
welcome Oxford-trained Shakespearean Mark Selden to Som-
erset, she’s serving as historical consultant on the sort-of-reality 
show Who Wants To Marry Mr. Darcy? The series, originally cast 
as Who Wants To Marry a Fortune? was renamed and redesigned 
when pharmaceutical magnate Harold Fortune, the lord of the 
Marling estate where the show is being filmed, died and left 
most of his estate not to the daughters who’d expected to star 
but to his nephew, William Collier. Charlene Lucas Collier, the 
old friend of Phaedra’s who’s just married Bill, insists that he’s 
kind and considerate, but he pitches a fit when he learns that 
his bride has loaned an antique jeweled choker to Tinsley Pren-
tiss, the bachelorette cardiologist vying for the favors of Nick 
Ross, the heartthrob Welsh actor starring as Darcy. So there’s 
more shock than grief when Phaedra, soon after the choker 
is stolen, finds Bill dead in his clawfoot bathtub in Marling. 
There’ll be yet more violence, including an attempt on the life 
of Phaedra, who insists that “all she wanted was a good man,” 
once she refuses Detective Matteo Morelli’s demands to stop 
trying to clear Charlene by catching the murderer.

Oliver bustles so nimbly among the assorted academics, 
relatives, and TV types that the killer sneaks in under the radar.

THE SILENT CONVERSATION
Ramsay, Caro
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-7278-9076-4  

What seems like a quiet death at 
a high-end Scottish housing complex 
reverberates with echoes of two more 
well-publicized cases.

A woman dressed as a police officer 
is found unconscious by an actual police 

officer in the beautifully landscaped gardens of Maltman Green, 
which requires a six-digit code to enter. Constable Martin Cal-
laghan, who announces his discovery of the body of Rachel Sin-
clair, claims that he entered the enclosed green because he noticed 
another man following her. Although he and several others try 
CPR, Rachel dies from unknown causes. The inhabitants of the 
green, whose numbers don’t include Rachel, are a small but diverse 
bunch, ranging from the two owners and developers of the huge 
complex, formerly a brewery and jam factory, to a woman who’s 
afraid to leave her apartment. When DNA from 4-year-old Johnny 
Clearwater, who’s been missing for four years, is found on Rachel’s 
face, the episode blows up into a massive publicity nightmare even 
as it gives DCI Colin Anderson and DI Freddie Costello, of Police 
Scotland, a chance to take a break from their love-hate relation-
ship and revisit both Johnny’s disappearance and the case of serial 
killer Eric Manson. They examine a number of related incidents 
that may provide the clues that lead to Johnny, dead or alive.

With a complex storyline and protagonists to match, this 
procedural-plus keeps you guessing to the end.

DARK NIGHT
Shelton, Paige
Minotaur (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-2507-9627-1  

A traumatized woman slowly works 
through her personal issues while solving 
crimes in a remote Alaskan town.

Famous novelist Elizabeth Fairchild 
fled to Benedict after a hazardous escape 
from her kidnapper, which left her with 

a large scar and white hair. Calling herself Beth Rivers, her birth 
name, she runs a small newspaper and has made many friends, 
but only Gril, the police chief, knows her real identity. Beth’s 
world is turned upside down by the sudden appearance of her 
mother, Mill, who’s wanted by the police for shooting, though 
not killing, her daughter’s kidnapper, Travis Walker. Beth gets 
more directly involved when wife-beater Ned Withers is found 
stabbed after yet another incident with his wife, Claudia. Ned’s 
been hiding his sister, Lucy, who’s also wanted by the police. 
Another wild card is Doug Vitner, supposedly a census man 
snooping around the area. Beth is both pleased and shocked 
by her mother’s visit. Mill’s been searching for years for both 



the husband who deserted her and for Walker, who as it turns 
out was dealing drugs with her husband and another missing 
man. But Beth begins to suspect that Mill has ulterior motives. 
Things get complicated as she and her friends search for a killer 
and try to track down Beth’s kidnapper.

A character-driven mystery in a near-mystical setting, a 
land of stark contrasts and self-reliant denizens.

PROSE AND CONS
Staub, Wendy Corsi
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-7278-5016-4  

When a guesthouse’s former owner 
invites herself to stay along with a couple 
of unwelcome relatives, the new owner 
has a feeling that something is off.

Although Bella Jordan runs the Val-
ley View Manor guesthouse in Lily Dale, 

New York, Pandora Feeney still feels a certain possessiveness 
as its former owner, and she hasn’t been able to mention to her 
dear Auntie Eudora and Eudora’s gentleman friend, Nigel, that 
the house is no longer hers. In inviting herself and her guests 
into the home Bella shares with her young son, Max, and their 
two cats, Chance and Spidey, Pandora can’t imagine there’ll be 
problems. After all, who isn’t eager for genteel company? Even 
though she’s too nice to complain, however, that’s not how Bella 
experiences the visit. Eudora and Nigel are high-maintenance 
guests, and Pandora won’t even let her charge them. Soon 
enough, Pandora’s not even sure she’s enjoying their company 
herself. Something about Eudora and Nigel seems off, but 
she can’t put her finger on what it is. Perhaps Bella could help 
articulate what’s going on, maybe with the help of Lily Dale’s 
resident presence, Spirit. But Bella’s distracted by the time she’s 
been spending with Drew Bailey and her guilt over moving on 
from the recent death of her husband, Sam. Plus, Bella’s got to 
keep Max out of trouble, a task that would be much easier with-
out the influence of Max’s neighbor and friend, Jiffy. Can Bella 
and Pandora figure out why their guests are so suspicious before 
readers find out why they should be worried?

Just the thing for those willing to wait till the closing chap-
ters for anything to happen.

CITY OF SHADOWS
Thompson, Victoria
Berkley (336 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-593197-53-0  

One group of con artists vies with 
another in an epic battle.

Now that she’s married socialite law-
yer Gideon Bates, Elizabeth Miles has 
taken an elevated place in New York’s 

post–World War I society. Her former life as a grifter is a closely 
held family secret. But sometimes she uses her skills, and those 
of others in her father’s network, for a good cause. When a dear 
friend in straitened circumstances reveals that her mother has 
been spending money they can’t afford on thrice weekly visits 
to the medium Madame Ophelia, Elizabeth, musing that con-
ning another con artist might be fun, enlists her brother, Jake, 
and her father in a plan to expose the medium and recover at 
least some of the money she and her confederates have col-
lected through their nefarious schemes. Since Ophelia’s clients 
naturally refuse to believe that she’s a fake, Elizabeth goes to 
a seance to size things up and then hatches a plot to convince 
Ophelia that she really has the gift of second sight by reveal-
ing supposedly confidential information in a supposed trance. 
Gideon has a client in thrall to the medium, who wants to with-
draw a large sum of money to follow a tip from a stranger. So 
Elizabeth knows that Ophelia’s not working alone. Elizabeth 
and her helpers must be very clever and careful if they’re to 
achieve their ends.

A highly amusing look at the world of the big con.

CAN’T GO BACK
Webb, Debra
Thomas & Mercer (309 pp.)
$15.95 paper  |  Dec. 14, 2021
978-1-5420-3231-5  

Two Birmingham, Alabama, homi-
cide detectives must revisit the past to 
solve a red-hot case.

Kerri Devlin never thought her part-
nership with former undercover cop 
Luke Falco would work out. Now both 

lovers and partners, they’re called on by the chief of police to 
investigate the death of Allison Boothe and her daughter, Leah, 
in a house fire.  The property is owned by Jana Scott, Allison’s 
mother and the widow of the police department’s assistant 
chief. Allison’s husband, Logan Boothe, a former cop himself, 
is found badly hurt on the lawn. Luke knows Boothe from his 
stint working undercover with Narcotics. After Boothe quit 
the force, he and Allison separated, but they got back together 
when Leah was diagnosed with leukemia. Once Boothe is well 
enough to speak, he says he started the fire that killed his fam-
ily, a claim Kerri and Luke don’t believe for a minute. Luke is 
strangely reluctant to question the boss he shared with Boothe, 
but the case forces him to return to the time when he worked 
with Lt. Patrick O’Grady—a history he’s desperate to forget. 
The case is complicated by bad relations between mothers-in-
law, a witness who’s a family friend, and an awful lot of lies spun 
out in an attempt to cover old secrets. In order to find a killer, 
Luke must force himself to confront his past and save his future.

A complex, exciting mystery starring two cops notable for 
both their crime-solving chops and their ongoing romance.
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INNATE MAGIC
Fay, Shannon
47North (384 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2021
978-1-5420-3203-2  

A newly minted cloth mage is pulled 
into a terrifying government conspiracy 
in this lively historical fantasy debut set 
in 1950s Britain.

Paul Gallagher is a lovable, if per-
haps slightly smug, recent graduate of 

the University College London program for cloth mages. Cloth 
magic involves using fabric and spells to craft clothing with 
magical properties ranging from allowing the wearer to walk 
on water to granting them anonymity to simply showing off at 
parties. Paul, his friend Thomas, and a few other working-class 
students are among the first common people to be allowed to 
become professional cloth mages. Paul, whose natural charm 
has been boosted with a little illegal magic that was practiced 
on him as a child, is so confident of himself and his talent as a 
mage that he aspires to be the very first cloth mage to serve as 
the King’s Court Magician. But in his quest to achieve this goal, 
Paul is soon tangled up with creepy government official Capt. 
Hector Hollister, who has sinister reasons for befriending him. 
Plus there’s the American gossip columnist Verity Turnbolt, 
who wants Paul’s help uncovering some awful deeds commit-
ted by the father of one of his wealthy classmates. When those 
threads start to come together, Paul might begin to wonder 
whether a lofty government position is worth having. Fay does 
her due diligence in building her alternate history, with plenty 
of detail around how magic functions and how various world 
governments use and abuse it. The first quarter of the novel is 
a bit overwritten, especially when it comes to expository dia-
logue, but when Fay gets some momentum going, her person-
able characters and twisting plot start to shine. The last few 
chapters do exceptionally well at both providing a propulsive 
ending to this first book in the series and setting up suspense 
for following installments.

Great fun on its own and a series to watch for.

EVERY STAR A SONG
Posey, Jay
Skybound Books/Simon & Schuster 
(448 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-9821-0777-2  

When the exiled Elyth is finally cap-
tured by the Hezra, she thinks she’s done 
for, but instead they make her a compel-
ling offer in this second book of Posey’s 
Ascendance series.

Elyth has been on the run since the events of Every Sky a 
Grave (2020), and when she’s finally caught, she’s shocked to real-
ize that one of her former friends from the Ascendance was work-
ing with the Hezra to hunt her down. Apparently the Ascendance 
and the Hezra have a problem, and not only have they agreed to 
work together to solve it, but they need Elyth’s help. Somehow, an 
entire planet has materialized out of nowhere. Not only that, but 
a team of experts including the Paragon herself, the great leader 
of Elyth’s former order, went to investigate the planet and were 
never heard from again. Elyth is to join a second team in order to 
find out what happened to that first crew and solve the mystery 
of the impossible planet. When they land on the surface, they 
find a deceptively normal landscape with hidden surprises. They 
notice that the planet itself seems to be changing around them, 
and it soon turns from simply strange to downright deadly. Posey 
tries hard for a lovably ragtag group dynamic here, but it doesn’t 
coalesce. Elyth’s attitudes toward different characters feel forced, 
as do the personalities of the other crew members. And while the 
plotting is better than in the previous novel, all the twists start to 
feel mechanical after the first few chapters end with a big reveal. 
The strange happenings on the seemingly haunted planet pro-
vide much better material, giving the book a delightfully spooky 
atmosphere that could have been further explored.

A fun setting but a forgettable book.

r o m a n c e

AND THEY LIVED HAPPILY 
EVER AFTER
Beharrie, Therese
Zebra (320 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Nov. 30, 2021
978-1-4201-5338-5  

A romance novelist stumbles on the 
man of her dreams, but she must reckon 
with reality before finding her own 
happy ending.

After spending a childhood in fos-
ter homes, Gaia Anders is overdue for a miracle. So, just as she 



enters adulthood, Gaia develops an extremely unusual abil-
ity: When she writes romantic stories during the day, she lives 
them that night in her dreams: “Every word, every detail came 
to life whenever she fell asleep.” Not only that, but any tweaks 
she makes in her dreams automatically write themselves into 
her stories. Gaia uses her magical gifts to write authentic and 
heartwarming romance novels that wind up on bestseller lists. 
It works like a charm for more than a decade—until she bumps 
into her best friend Seth’s brother, the perennially busy Jacob 
Scott. They share a kiss and part ways, but their encounter is far 
from over: Jacob begins to share Gaia’s dreams. While they titil-
late and excite each other in intense dreams, their actual con-
versations force them to face several truths. Gaia is struggling 
with a deep-seated fear of abandonment, and Jacob has been 
miserably unhappy since taking over the reins of his father’s 
business. Jacob and Gaia must learn what it means to fight for 
their individual dreams if they are to have a real future together. 
The paranormal element in this love story is mostly fun and 
sometimes muddling, but Beharrie weaves her best magic when 
she unpacks the ways the protagonists’ minds and hearts work. 
Jacob and Gaia’s interactions are consistently compelling, and 
their internal struggles evoke empathy. But Seth’s sharp disap-
proval of Gaia’s closeness with Jacob, which throws a wrench 
into several relationships, is inadequately explained, the rea-
sons for his outburst deeply unconvincing. Gaia’s relationship 
with romance novels allows Beharrie to tug at the threads of the 
genre’s long journey through changing times and doff her hat to 
its many charms.

A sweet reminder of the connections between love and 
magic.

GENTLEMAN SEEKS BRIDE
Frampton, Megan
Avon/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Nov. 30, 2021
978-0-06-302310-9  

Thomas Sharpe needs to marry a 
wealthy bride in order to provide for his 
family, but he falls for his best friend’s 
sister instead.

Thomas has been on the hunt for 
an heiress since his father lost all their 

money. Incredibly charming and exceedingly handsome, he 
shouldn’t find it hard to make a match, but many people worry 
he’s too rakish to commit. When Lady Jane Capel proposes 
a deal—if he takes her places she hasn’t been and teaches her 
about intimacy, she’ll help him secure a wealthy bride—he 
accepts even though he knows it’s risky. After Jane’s engage-
ment ended in heartbreak two years ago, she moved in with 
her half brother, Percy Waters, rather than search for someone 
else to marry, causing her parents to disown her. She’s tired of 
being ignorant, and Thomas is the perfect choice to show her 
the world. Percy warns the two not to fall in love, but when 
they inevitably do anyway, they have to reconsider their duties 
and choices. Thomas and Jane bring out the best in each other, 

and their sexual exploits (including one in a hot air balloon!) 
are scorching. The only conflict is Thomas’ need to marry into 
money; there’s no other major drama between these delightful 
characters, so readers can simply enjoy their adventurous esca-
pades as they fall in love. Heartfelt sibling relationships add 
extra charm. The story is predictable, and nothing surprising 
happens, but that’s not a downfall. 

Just the ticket for those looking for a low-stakes, comfort-
ing, sizzling romance.

I HATE YOU MORE
Gilmore, Lucy
Sourcebooks Casablanca (272 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-72822-600-2  

A dog-show judge is forced to recon-
sider his beliefs when confronted with a 
former beauty queen and her awkward 
canine.

As a favor to a lovable woman in her 
care, nursing home assistant Ruby Tay-

lor registers Wheezy, the patient’s spectacularly uninterested 
golden retriever, in the prestigious West Coast Canine Clas-
sic. After having spent her childhood training for beauty pag-
eants, Ruby has firmly distanced herself from competitions as 
an adult. But when veterinarian Spencer Wilson, founder of 
the Canine Classic, haughtily dismisses the lazy dog’s chances 
at his show, Ruby resolves to apply her previous experience to 
ensure that Wheezy wins the contest—even hiring Spencer’s 
twin brother, Caleb, to help train the dog. At first, Spencer is 
convinced that Ruby’s beauty is only skin deep, but eventually 
he comes to appreciate the dedication and determination with 
which she tries to discipline her friend’s intractable dog. Skepti-
cism and judgment give way to attraction on both sides, but if 
Ruby and Spencer are to have a chance at happy companionship, 
they must both work on their complexes. Gilmore leverages 
the differences in Ruby’s and Spencer’s personalities to ensure 
that their interactions—in bed and outside—are consistently 
entertaining. But it is Wheezy’s willful resistance to convention 
that is a thing of real beauty: He bridges the gap between the 
straight-laced veterinarian and the adventure-loving pageant 
queen. Since Gilmore refuses to engage with the difficulty of 
arriving at an objective assessment of qualities such as beauty 
and breeding, though, she misses the chance to fully unleash 
Ruby and Spencer’s potential for introspection and change.

Opposites attract with predictable ease but not without 
some surprises.
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LIGHTNING IN A MIRROR
Krentz, Jayne Ann
Berkley (320 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-0-593337-75-2  

A paranormal investigator is the key 
to finding a research lab that’s been hid-
den for decades.

Decades ago, Harlan Rancourt’s fam-
ily created the Foundation, a mysterious 
organization that attempted to harvest 

and control paranormal energy. After the suspicious death of 
his father years earlier, Harlan disappeared and went off the 
grid. He had little interest in running the Foundation, letting 
others take control of the organization while Harlan focused 
on finding his father’s killer. Now, he must team up with the 
Foundation in order to discover the location of a lost lab which 
contains a dangerous weapon called the Vortex. Olivia LeClair’s 
investigation firm contracts for the Foundation, and Harlan 
insists that she’s the only one who can help him. He suspects 
she is a latent oracle. If Harlan can activate her ability, she will be 
the key to not only finding the location of the lost lab, but also 
to safely dismantling the Vortex. Harlan and Olivia are in a race 
against other parties who hope to use the Vortex as a prototype 
for building even more dangerous paranormal weapons, which 
will increase their own powers. There is inventive worldbuild-
ing and interesting exploration of how psychic abilities evolve 
in humans, but Harlan and Olivia are strangely flat characters in 
a perfunctory romance plot. Krentz demonstrates that Harlan 
and Olivia are good partners, playing off each other’s strengths 
to find the Vortex, but there is very little tension or interesting 
conflict driving their romantic relationship. Since they intui-
tively understand each other, they can focus on stopping the 
bad guys and recovering the Vortex; however, romance readers 
looking for a rich emotional journey will be disappointed. 

The last installment of a trilogy has inventive, interesting 
worldbuilding but fails to deliver a compelling romance.

BED STUY
McGill, Jerry
Little A (195 pp.)
$24.95  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-5420-3029-8  

At the center of McGill’s first novel 
is an affair between a young Black man 
and a White Jewish woman nearly twice 
his age.

Rashid is in his 20s, waiting tables 
at an Italian restaurant, when he meets 

Rachel, who is married with two kids. Rachel’s suburban life 
is worlds away from Rashid’s own. Despite that, or perhaps in 
part because of it, their attraction to one another is immediate, 
and intense. Or so McGill says. Throughout the book, conver-
sations between the two characters feel oddly lukewarm. The 

reader knows of their passion for one another because we are 
told of it directly, not because that passion rises off the page of 
its own accord. But in nearly everything else, McGill is a master 
of nuance, and he teases out the knots in Rashid and Rachel’s 
relationship with ease. While Rachel seems hell-bent on self-
destruction, Rashid slowly paves his own way—he’s working 
out the man he’d like to be and the life he’d like to lead. Rashid’s 
talks with Marlon, a close friend, are some of the most moving 
passages in the book even as they pester and tease each other. 

“Your white girl,” Marlon says. “You still seeing her?” “Yeah, I’m 
still seeing her. Seeing her tomorrow night, in fact,” Rashid says. 

“So this becoming a regular thing, huh?” Marlon says. “She still 
married?” McGill’s prose can acquire a quick, musical rhythm 
before settling into more expansive sections that deftly take on 
questions of race and class. In many ways, the novel is a wonder 
to behold. If only its central conceit—two characters flooded 
by a massive, gasping love—had shown slightly more chemistry.

The novel is deeply moving in many respects, but its cen-
tral relationship never quite convinces.

CHRISTMAS IN ROSE BEND
Simone, Naima
HQN (416 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-335-62099-6  

Grief and healing take center stage in 
this contemporary Christmas romance 
set in a quaint Massachusetts town.

For Boston emergency room nurse 
Nessa Hunt, the hits don’t seem to stop 
coming. Six weeks earlier, her father, 

Isaac, died of cancer, leaving her the guardian of her 12-year-old 
half sister, Ivy, a young girl she barely knows given how little her 
dad wanted to do with her after having gotten divorced from her 
mother years ago. And six months before Isaac’s death, Nessa’s 
mother confessed on her deathbed that Isaac wasn’t really her 
father at all. It’s a secret that eats at her, especially as she fulfills 
Isaac’s last wish that she and Ivy spend the holidays together in 
Rose Bend. The trip starts poorly, as Ivy acts out in grief and 
the pair hits traffic, making them late to their check-in at the 
Kinsale Inn. Upon arrival, Nessa literally walks into Wolfgang 
Dennison, the innkeeper’s son, and their attraction is immedi-
ate. Wolf has his own trauma, having lost a friend in combat and 
spent significant time in a military hospital; now he’s dealing 
with the return of his former fiancee, Olivia, after she broke off 
their engagement. As in many small-town romances, Nessa and 
Wolf are repeatedly thrown together amid the Christmas festiv-
ities. Nessa’s grief at times feels overwhelming: She’s lost both 
of her parents within a year and been saddled with a preteen she 
feels woefully unprepared to raise. It doesn’t help that she has 
to face Olivia as a romantic rival. Though this romance packs in 
plenty of charming wintry scenes and holiday cheer, the char-
acters’ emotional weight and their slow-burn romance keep the 
plot from feeling too sugary sweet. 

A festive romance that packs an emotional punch.



nonfiction
THE HYDROGEN REVOLUTION
A Blueprint for the Future of 
Clean Energy
Alverà, Marco
Basic (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-5416-2041-4  

Not another climate change polemic 
but an enthusiastic argument for hydro-
gen’s role in reversing it.

In his first book, Alverà, CEO of an 
energy infrastructure company with natural gas pipelines across 
Europe and the Middle East, writes a lively account of hydro-
gen’s chemistry and technical possibilities. The lightest gas, 
hydrogen occupies the first place on the periodic table. Burned 
with oxygen, it produces clean heat; its only waste product is 
water. What could be better? There are a few problems, but 
many are solved, and Alverà delivers clear explanations of those 
that aren’t along with an astute analysis of the possibilities. A 
businessman, he states a blunt fact: Clean energy will not take 
over until it’s as cheap as dirty energy. That’s less ominous than 
it sounds. Wind and solar are already cheaper in many areas and 
expanding rapidly. However, “green electricity, so useful in our 
homes and in our cars, doesn’t cut it in the manufacturing indus-
try.” It can’t replace chemicals in dirty manufacturing processes, 
and using electrical heating to reach high temperatures remains 
too expensive. While wind and solar electricity are always inter-
mittent, hydrogen works all the time. Transmitting power by 
wire is expensive and wasteful. Pipelines are much cheaper, and 
existing pipes are already carrying hydrogen, which generates 
its electricity in fuel cells that are far more compact than bat-
teries. Emission-free cars may be the wave of the future, but 
their batteries, currently weighing more than 1,000 pounds, 
can’t scale up to propel long-haul trucks, oceangoing ships, and 
planes. Regarding cost, Alverà points out that wind and solar 
became competitive largely because mass production and com-
petition drove the price down. Ten years ago, hydrogen cost $24 
per kilogram; today, it’s between $4 and $5.5 per kilogram. The 
author predicts it will reach $2 within five years, “the tipping 
point at which it becomes competitive with fossil fuels.”

A surprisingly optimistic case for hydrogen as a source of 
clean energy.

WELCOME TO DUNDER MIFFLIN by Brian Baumgartner & 
Ben Silverman ..................................................................................... 40

THE SINNER AND THE SAINT by Kevin Birmingham ................... 40

A HUMAN HISTORY OF EMOTION by Richard Firth-Godbehere ...50

A BRAVE AND CUNNING PRINCE by James Horn..........................54

MOTHERS, FATHERS, AND OTHERS by Siri Hustvedt ................... 55

GALLOWAY by Patrick Laurie ...........................................................59

THE CORRESPONDENTS by Judith Mackrell ..................................59

THE LYRICS by Paul McCartney; ed. by Paul Muldoon ................... 60

WOKE RACISM by John McWhorter ................................................ 60

A BIGGER PICTURE by Vanessa Nakate.............................................61

THE LIBRARY by Andrew Pettegree ...................................................62

THE LOFT GENERATION by Edith Schloss; ed. by Mary Venturini & 
Jacob Burckhardt .................................................................................65

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

MOTHERS, FATHERS,
AND OTHERS
Essays
Hustvedt, Siri
Simon & Schuster 
(320 pp.)
$26.00  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-982176-39-6

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

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



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

“A true insider’s guide filled with sweet surprises for fans
and the brainy charm to make new ones.” 

welcome to dunder mifflin

WELCOME TO 
DUNDER MIFFLIN 
The Ultimate Oral 
History of The Office
Baumgartner, Brian & Silverman, Ben
Custom House/Morrow (352 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-0-06-308219-9  

 A comprehensive view of the land-
mark TV show.

Don’t be fooled by Baumgartner’s character on The Office, 
the lovable oaf Kevin Malone. This definitive oral history he 
created with executive producer Silverman is as sharp and 
well crafted as the groundbreaking comedy that inspired it. 
The American version of The Office made stars out of those 
on both sides of the camera. Steve Carell and John Krasinski 
became A-list celebrities, while creator and showrunner Greg 
Daniels has developed hits like Parks and Recreation. Baumgart-
ner gets all of them, as well as nearly everyone else involved 
with the show, to talk about how it came together and why it 
became such an enduring success. (Notably absent from the 
discussions are writers/actors Mindy Kaling and B.J. Novak.) 
Because he was a part of the process, Baumgartner is able to 
steer the conversations in well-informed ways—e.g., explain-
ing why the ratings were even more important than usual to 
the experimental show and why they dictated NBC’s approvals 
of only a handful episodes at a time in the early years. Because 
Baumgartner’s Kevin was not the fake documentary’s central 
character (Carell’s awkward regional manager Michael Scott) 
or part of the love story (Krasinski’s Jim and Jenna Fischer’s 
Pam) at its core, he is able to observe more of the big picture 
than those in the eye of the publicity storm. He and Silver-
man also do a great job showing how shifting viewing habits—
especially The Office’s stunning popularity on iTunes and now 
in reruns on streaming services—pushed it to new levels of 
popularity. Comedy is rarely simple, but the authors show how 
complex it was to make such a forward-thinking product. The 
contributors discuss their wide-ranging influences, including 
Molière, Aristophanes’ The Frogs, the visual style of Survivor, 
and the comedic timing of King of the Hill. They also discuss 
the agonizing decision-making processes behind the show’s 
major moments.

A true insider’s guide filled with sweet surprises for fans 
and the brainy charm to make new ones.

THE SINNER AND 
THE SAINT 
Dostoevsky and the 
Gentleman Murderer Who 
Inspired a Masterpiece
Birmingham, Kevin
Penguin Press (432 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-59420-630-6  

A 19th-century true-crime/literary 
tale in which two lives become enmeshed 

in evil.
Award-winning literary historian Birmingham elaborates 

on the trials and travails of Dostoevsky (1821-1881) by inter-
weaving his life with that of notorious French outlaw Pierre 
Francois Lacenaire (1803-1836), a figure whose “base instincts” 
fascinated Dostoevsky. Lacenaire, who studied law and wrote 
poetry, detailed his many grisly crimes—including the mur-
ders of a gay man and his mother—in a scandalous memoir. 
Widely celebrated as a romantic iconoclast, Lacenaire came 
to represent “the radical artist undermining bourgeois soci-
ety” and fueled Dostoevsky’s imagination as he wrote Crime 
and Punish ment, with a protagonist whose motivation to kill 
was a mystery “even to himself.” Dostoevsky set himself the 
challenge of grappling with the nature of evil by telling “a mur-
derer’s story from the murderer’s perspective.” The trajectory 
of Dostoevsky’s life is by now familiar: He burst onto the liter-
ary scene in 1845 with the publication of Poor Folk, but within 
a few years, his critical reputation waned and he was drawn 
into the left-leaning Petrashevsky Circle. Arrested when the 
czar clamped down on political protest, he was imprisoned 
for eight months, faced a firing squad, and was pardoned at 
the last minute and sent into exile in Siberia. There, he sought 
out stories of his fellow convicts, including murderers; he was 
transfixed by their renderings of their crimes. Bedeviled by 
epileptic seizures, a gambling addiction, and overwhelming 
debt, he made an “ill-fated marriage,” suffered a doomed love 
affair, and found himself, at the age of 43, owing 15,000 rubles—
some incurred when he took on his late brother’s debts, most 
because of his gambling losses. Drawing on his addiction for 
The Gambler, he exposed the irrationality and “fantasy of the 
power of daring” involved in roulette. Birmingham conveys in 
vibrant detail Dostoevsky’s literary aspirations, struggles to 
publish, and tumultuous world of “angels and demons.”

Prodigious research enlivens a vigorous reappraisal of the 
writer’s life.
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ALL ABOUT ME!
My Remarkable Life in Show 
Business
Brooks, Mel
Ballantine (400 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 30, 2021
978-0-593-15911-8  

The madcap director, actor, and 
comedian adds another arrow to his 
quiver with this spry memoir.

Brooks (b. 1926) has been dining out 
on the anecdotes in this book for decades. One, which Johnny 
Carson devotees may recall, is when Sid Caesar, for whom Brooks 
wrote in the 1950s, held him outside a high-rise hotel window 
until Brooks stopped complaining about the smoke in the room. 

“Sid said, ‘Got enough air?’ ” Brooks recounts. “In a very calm voice 
I said, ‘Oh yes. Plenty! I’ve had enough.’ ” Another is the author’s 
affectionate ribbing of his late wife, Anne Bancroft: “I think one 
of the reasons I married Anne Bancroft was the fact that her 
real name was Anne Italiano and, boy, could she make spaghetti.” 
There’s lots of delightful material, even if it’s well rehearsed. For 
example, Brooks recalls how he changed his name from Melvin 
Kaminsky—“which would be a good name for a professor of Rus-
sian literature”—by painting his mother’s maiden name, Brook-
man, on the drums he played as a teenager and running out of 
room at “Brook,” with just enough space for the final letter. The 
author’s anecdotes about early life in Depression-era Brooklyn 
are charming, as are his notes on the dawn of TV. He also dishes 
nice dirt on the making of his films, some of which seemed to 
proceed by accident: Dustin Hoffman was to have starred in 
the original version of The Producers but instead won the lead in 
The Graduate. Enter Gene Wilder. Richard Pryor didn’t show for 
History of the World, so enter Gregory Hines, with whom star 
Madeline Kahn had worked. Peter Boyle and Marty Feldman (“he 
more or less sees out the sides of his face like a horse”) earned 
roles in Young Frankenstein via a right-place, right-time agent. 
And so on. Though the book is sometimes labored, if you want 
to know about the making of “the greatest farting scene in cin-
ematic history,” here’s your source.

Fans of Borscht Belt shtick and classic comedies will enjoy 
Brooks’ stroll into the past.

BLOOD IN THE WATER
A True Story of Small-Town 
Revenge
Cameron, Silver Donald
Steerforth (256 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-58642-293-6  

How a small fishing community 
responded to the violent death of one of 
its most notorious citizens, a man with 
a reputation for vandalizing lobster traps 

and threatening livelihoods.

In this true-crime saga, Cameron, who died in 2020, exam-
ines the 2013 killing of Phillip Boudreau by three Nova Scotian 
lobster fishermen. The author weaves together local testimony 
with his own commentary on the official investigation into the 
crime, the various trials that followed, and the complex reac-
tions of a community exasperated by the shortcomings of the 
justice system. Cameron provides a rich and revealing portrait 
of contemporary Acadian culture, which he documents with an 
insider’s comprehensive knowledge. He artfully links the central 
drama to broader discussions about socio-economic inequality, 
natural resource management, police interrogation tactics, and 
the consequences of a loss of faith in law and order. Boudreau, a 
career criminal who had long preyed on his neighbors but was 
also known for his charisma and selective generosity, is skillfully 
rendered here as an enigmatic villain/victim. Cameron convinc-
ingly argues that his death illustrates how a brutal vigilantism 
could not help but erupt with the breakdown of “two distinct 
systems of law”: a community’s informal self-regulation, which 
lacked solidarity in restraining Boudreau, and its formal coun-
terpart in “prosecutors and juries and courthouses,” which 
proved too narrow in its focus and “barely even suspects that 
it failed.” In the concluding chapter, the author offers a series 
of astute recommendations about how such systems might be 
reformed and points to the value of turning for inspiration to 
Indigenous traditions of justice. Though the momentum of the 
storytelling flags near the end, Cameron provides an illuminat-
ing view of the inner workings of the Canadian legal system and 
one of the communities it is meant to serve.

An often gripping, insightful examination of a well-known 
crime and the Acadian milieu in which it took place.

FREQUENTLY ASKED 
QUESTIONS ABOUT THE 
UNIVERSE
Cham, Jorge & Whiteson, Daniel
Illus. by Cham, Jorge
Riverhead (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-593-18931-3  

Two science podcasters answer their 
mail.

In this illustrated follow-up to We 
Have No Idea: A Guide to the Unknown Universe (2017), Cham, 
a cartoonist and former research associate and instructor at 
Caltech, and Whiteson, professor of physics and astronomy at 
the University of California, Irvine, explain the basic science 
behind subjects that seem to preoccupy the listeners of their 
podcast, Daniel and Jorge Explain the Universe. Most of the ques-
tions involve physics or astrophysics and take the form of, is 
such-and-such possible?—e.g., teleportation, alien visitors, build-
ing a warp drive, entering a black hole). The authors emphasize 
that they are answering as scientists, not engineers. “A physicist 
will say something is possible if they don’t know of a law of phys-
ics that prevents it.” Thus, a spaceship traveling fast enough to 
reach the nearest star in a reasonable amount of time is not 



I can’t believe this is the eighth an-
nual Kirkus Prize. It seems like just 
last week we were awarding the inau-
gural nonfiction prize (and $50,000) 
to Roz Chast, our first winner, for her 
groundbreaking graphic memoir, Can’t 
We Talk About Something More Pleasant? 
This year’s judges, Kirkus critic Mar-
garet Quamme and veteran bookseller 
Karen Maeda Allman, summited a ver-
itable Everest of books—they consid-
ered more than 400—to arrive at these 

six remarkable works.
Over the next six weeks, they will join National Book 

Award–winning author Masha Gessen (and me) to deter-
mine our winner. Congratulations to all the finalists; here’s 
what our critics had to say about their vital books, all of 
which are certain to endure:

Punch Me Up to the Gods: A Mem-
oir by Brian Broome (Mariner Books): 

“As a dark-skinned Black boy in Ohio, 
Broome’s childhood was fraught with 
peril; at school, it was made abundant-
ly clear that God ‘made white people 
and Black people and meant for us to 
stick to our own kind.’ His parents 
used shame and abuse to try and tough-
en him up, tactics the author describes 
in heart-wrenching detail.…Beautifully 
written, this examination of what it means to be Black and 
gay in America is a must-read.”

People Love Dead Jews: Reports From 
a Haunted Present by Dara Horn (Nor-
ton): “A guided tour of the hypocrisy 
that serves as the mechanism by which 
antisemitism rages on unchecked. The 
cold fury and in-your-face phrasing of 
the title of acclaimed novelist Horn’s 
essay collection sets the tone for this 
brilliantly readable yet purposefully dis-
turbing book.…A 
riveting, radical, 

essential revision of the stories we all 
know—and some we don’t.

All That She Carried: The Journey of 
Ashley’s Sack, a Black Family Keepsake by 
Tiya Miles (Random House): “A pro-
fessor of history at Harvard chroni-
cles the historical journey of an em-
broidered cotton sack, beginning with 
the enslaved woman who gave it to her 

9-year-old daughter in the 1850s.…With careful historical 
examination as well as empathetic imagination, Miles effec-
tively demonstrates the dignity and mystery of lives that his-
tory often neglects and opens the door to the examination 
of many untold stories.

Seek You: A Journey Through American 
Loneliness by Kristen Radtke, illustrated 
by the author (Pantheon): “Radtke’s sec-
ond graphic memoir feels almost cus-
tom-made for the social-distancing era: 
She explores our need for connection 
and touch and the negative social and 
personal effects of isolation. But the 
book is a much broader and deeply af-
fecting study of loneliness, uncovering 

the host of ways our craving for community manifests itself 
in ways that are sometimes quirky and sometimes terrify-
ing….Superb. A rigorous, vulnerable book on a subject that 
is too often neglected.”

Lightning Flowers: My Journey To Un-
cover the Cost of Saving a Life by Kather-
ine E. Standefer (Little, Brown Spark): 

“A sharp examination of the ways that 
a heart condition affected the author’s 
life as well as those of strangers halfway 
across the world.…Packed with emo-
tion and a rare, honest assessment of 
the value of one’s own life, this debut 
book is a standout. An intensely per-
sonal and brave accounting of a medical 
battle and the countless hidden costs of health care.”

Horizontal Vertigo: A City Called 
Mexico, by Juan Villoro, translated from 
the Spanish by Alfred MacAdam (Pan-
theon): “Trained as a sociologist but 
well known to Spanish-speaking read-
ers as one of Mexico’s most acclaimed 
novelists, Villoro writes appreciatively 
of a city that is constantly changing—
and whose landmarks are different for 
each generation, if they haven’t been 
torn down in the course of rebuilding 

or destroyed by earthquakes.…Celebrating food, wandering 
through earthquake-struck ruins, reflecting on literary he-
roes, Villoro makes an excellent Virgil.”

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction editor.

NONFICTION  |  Eric Liebetrau

The 2021 Kirkus Prize Finalists 
in Nonfiction
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verstreet
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forbidden by the laws of physics, but building one is inconceiv-
able. Similarly, wormholes and time travel are “not known to 
be impossible”—as are many other scenarios. Some distressing 
events are guaranteed. An asteroid will strike the Earth, the 
sun will explode, and the human race will become extinct, but 
studies reveal that none are immediate threats. Sadly, making 
Mars as habitable as Earth is possible but only with improb-
ably futuristic technology. For those who suspect that we are 
living in a computer simulation, the authors describe what clues 
to look for. Readers may worry that the authors step beyond 
their expertise when they include chapters on the existence of 
an afterlife or the question of free will. Sticking closely to hard 
science, they deliver a lucid overview of brain function and the 
debate over the existence of alternate universes that is unlikely 
to provoke controversy. The authors’ work fits neatly into the 
recently burgeoning market of breezy pop-science books full of 
jokes, asides, and cartoons that serve as introductions to con-
cepts that require much further study to fully understand.

A solid foundational education in a handful of lively scien-
tific topics.

LIGHTNING DOWN
A World War II Story of 
Survival
Clavin, Tom
St. Martin’s (320 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-250-15126-1  

The journalist and bestselling popu-
lar historian returns with the story of 
an American soldier who survived Nazi 
terror.

Generally, Allied POWs in Germany fared better than 
those in Japan—but not the group that included fighter pilot 
Joe Moser, Clavin’s subject for this scrupulous, squirm-inducing 
account. The author narrates from Moser’s point of view, and 
his sources include Moser’s 2009 memoir. Raised on a farm 
and fascinated by flying, Moser enlisted in May 1942, under-
went the 21 months of training required for the P-38 fighter jet, 
and flew his first mission in April 1944. Moving back and forth 
between the big picture and Moser’s 44 missions, Clavin deliv-
ers a workmanlike account of the war that ends in August, when 
Moser’s plane was shot down over France and he was captured. 
It’s significant that he was taken to Fresnes prison near Paris, 
where Allied airmen were held, instead of being sent to POW 
camps. After liberation, in the scramble to evacuate Germany’s 
high command, a group of soldiers were labeled “terror bomb-
ers.” They were crammed into boxcars and shipped to Buchen-
wald, Germany’s largest concentration camp; by fall, they were 
starved and disease-ridden. However, when he learned about 
their plight, a Luftwaffe officer, offended at this illegal treat-
ment of fellow flyers, arranged their transfer to a POW camp. 
Readers relieved that their ordeal was over will be shocked 
by what followed in January. With the Red Army approach-
ing, authorities evacuated the camp, forcing prisoners to walk 

across Germany in a freezing winter with only the food they 
carried with them. More died than at Buchenwald before arriv-
ing at another camp far worse than the one they had left. With 
Nazi Germany on its last legs, they expected a short stay, but 
two months passed before liberation. Readers can then enjoy 
Clavin’s traditional concluding description of the remaining 
years of the lives of Moser and other major figures.

A fast-paced account of a little-known POW experience.
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TEN DAYS IN PHYSICS THAT 
SHOOK THE WORLD
How Physicists Transformed 
Everyday Life
Clegg, Brian
Icon Books (240 pp.) 
$22.95  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-78578-747-8  

Appealing accounts of scientific 
breakthroughs by the veteran popularizer.

Aiming to describe discoveries that 
have played critical roles in our daily lives, Clegg pays little 
attention to black holes, neutrinos, dark matter, and other less-
relevant astrophysical subjects. In the first of 10 dated chapters, 
the author looks at Isaac Newton, who considered himself a 
mathematician and whose masterpiece, Principia (1687), is a 
turgid, three-volume Latin tome packed with geometry and 
calculus. Though admittedly “difficult to read,” the book pro-
duced the foundational ideas of modern science, not only 

universal gravitation, but the current—as opposed to ancient 
and incorrect—concepts of motion, inertia, force, and mass. 
Modern science moved slowly until the 19th century, so Clegg’s 
second breakthrough occurred on Nov. 24, 1831, when Michael 
Faraday presented his paper reporting that a moving magnet 
produces a current in a nearby wire, called electrical induction, 
which “made the electrical motor and generator practical. In 
truth, Elon Musk should have called his car company Faraday, 
not Tesla.” No-brainers that follow include Marie Curie’s 1898 
announcement of her discovery of radium and, seven years later, 
when Albert Einstein wrote that energy was simply matter in 
another form. Computer buffs might remember that John Bar-
deen and Walter Brattain demonstrated the first working tran-
sistor in 1947, but the names and dates behind many landmarks 
in technology are merely answers to trivia questions. Although 
Clegg does not dumb down his subjects, he understands that 
more than a few pages explaining the BCS theory of supercon-
ductivity or the mechanics of the internet’s Hypertext Transfer 
Protocol would turn off many readers. Consequently, he fills 
his chapters with autobiographical details, diverting scientific 
anecdotes, and other historical events that occurred during his 
chosen years. It’s padding, but few readers—especially the siz-
able number who have enjoyed Clegg’s many previous books—
will complain.

A painless education on great milestones in physics.

THE PATH TO A 
LIVABLE FUTURE
A New Politics To Fight 
Climate Change, Racism, 
and the Next Pandemic
Cox, Stan
City Lights (184 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-0-87286-878-6  

A broad-ranging thesis linking the 
fight against climate change to other 

pressing current issues.
Like the pandemic and questions of food security, writes 

environmental journalist Cox, climate change is most damag-
ing to minority and impoverished populations. In the U.S., this 
translates largely to the Black community, opposed to which 
is a “retrograde, pro-authoritarian, mostly working-class vot-
ing bloc” comprised of White supremacists emboldened by 
the Trump regime. This minority is so committed to retaining 
White rule that it stands against any progressive effort to let all 
boats rise. Anti-science, denialist, and violent, this bloc has to 
be defanged politically before any such progress can be made. 
Cox argues that it is a duty of government to declare that food 
security—access to sufficient food, that is—is a fundamen-
tal human right “and that in fulfilling that right the desires of 
private economic interests will have no standing.” Moreover, 
writes the author, the solution to the climate crisis and other 
significant problems is to delink our economy from rampant 
consumption. Our transformation to a postindustrial economy 



led to the “mirage” of thinking that our service-based modali-
ties are somehow more environmentally friendly. As it is, Cox 
holds, overproduction and overconsumption are two sides of 
the same coin, and both need to be reined in. The pandemic 
exposed many things, but foremost among them was “how we 
overvalue the ‘normal’ ”—when, he suggests provocatively, it 
may well be that “normal was the problem in the first place.” 
Cox’s manifesto is long on description but short of prescription: 
There are few specifics about how we can bring environmental 
equity to all corners of society, to say nothing of how we can 
reduce all our heavy carbon footprints. Still, many of his sugges-
tions are certainly worth discussion.

An evenhanded though sometimes vague manifesto for 
making a new post-pandemic world.

AMERICAN COMICS
A History
Dauber, Jeremy
Norton (496 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-393-63560-7  

An ambitious attempt to compre-
hensively map the progression of comics 
in America.

“This book,” writes Dauber, professor 
of Jewish literature and American studies 

at Columbia, “tries to cover the whole shebang, from [Thomas] 
Nast’s cartoons to the latest graphic memoirs and transmedia 
corporate productions.” If anything, he understates his intent, 
because “the whole shebang” also encompasses political and 
cultural upheavals reflected in the work; social concerns they 
addressed and the prejudices they reflected, from the explicitly 
racist and misogynist to restrictions within a field criticized 
as a White boys club; technological and distributional shifts, 
from printing presses to computers and from selling through 
magazine stands to headshops to comic book shops; shifts in 
the target demographics; and branding, merchandising, and 
multimedia concerns. Although the presentation of all this 
well-researched material leads to some narrative discohesion, 
there’s plenty of delight and revelation for comics fans. Dauber 
effectively shows how profoundly Mad magazine shifted the 
landscape, in defiance of the codes to which others submitted, 
and how Maus and other literary graphic novels would erase the 
already blurring line between high and low culture that had kept 
comics on the wrong side of the tracks. There are also the oft-
told stories of artists and developers never receiving their due—
e.g., how Superman paid big dividends for so many other than 
its creators, or how Stan Lee received much of the glory at Mar-
vel, at Jack Kirby’s expense. Dauber seems to revel in minutiae, 
with as many as a half-dozen all but forgotten comics name-
checked within a single paragraph as well as offhand references 
to dozens more. It’s clear that the author, in his diligence, was 
worried about leaving something out, and the lack of support-
ing illustrations—the comics themselves—reinforces the adage 
that a picture is worth 1,000 words.

Dauber clearly knows and cherishes his subject, and read-
ers who share his passion will find plenty to love.

THE VANISHING
Faith, Loss, and the Twilight 
of Christianity in the Land of 
the Prophets
di Giovanni, Janine
PublicAffairs (272 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5417-5671-7  

An intimate look at the fate of 
shrinking Christian populations in the 
Middle East.

In her latest poignant book, veteran war correspondent and 
Guggenheim fellow di Giovanni focuses on Christian commu-
nities struggling to survive in the region where the religion had 
its birth. The author specifically explores the plight of Christian 
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communities in Iraq, Gaza, Syria, and Egypt, using firsthand 
experience from extensive travel in those places. Melodramati-
cally bookended by the author’s shelter experience during the 
height of the Covid-19 pandemic, these four lengthy chapters 
provide relevant historical background, cover recent events, 
and delve into the personal stories of dozens of individual 
believers. “I traveled to these places,” writes the author, “to try 
to record for history people whose villages, cultures, and ethos 
would perhaps not be standing in one hundred years’ time. But 
I also wanted to write about the people I met along the way, 
whose faith and resilience allowed them to survive, and to pay 
tribute to those who had vanished.” Though factionalism and 
violent religious intolerance have taken their toll on Christian 
minorities in the Middle East, di Giovanni makes it clear that 
the ultimate factor (the “tipping point”) forcing Christians to 
leave is economic uncertainty. Christians in these areas, situ-
ated within financially hard-hit areas of the world and torn apart 
by war and instability, have little hope of economic survival. 
Beyond economic fear, di Giovanni uncovers an existential cri-
sis as centuries-old communities, rocked by trauma, sense the 

coming of extinction. She exposes a tremendous pathos and 
shared sense of grief across the region. But she is also impressed 
by the overriding faith of these communities, the members of 
which are uncertain about their earthly fates but focused on the 
promises religion has provided. The author presents a distinctly 
personal and subjective account full of empathy and humanity 
amid upheaval.

Heart-rending stories of dying communities buoyed by 
the hope of their faith.

SPEED & SCALE
An Action Plan for Solving 
Our Climate Crisis Now
Doerr, John
Portfolio (448 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-593-42047-8  

A venture capitalist and a host of rel-
evant contributors lay down a practical 
path in the fight against climate change.

The book features firsthand accounts 
from Bill Gates, Jeff Bezos, Al Gore, Mary Barra, and other big 
names in the “cleantech” world. Doerr warns that even in the 
unlikely event that nations keep their pledges from the 2015 
Paris Agreement, the world will still be more than four degrees 
hotter by 2100, a global catastrophe. Experts agree on the criti-
cal importance of reaching net-zero greenhouse gas emissions 
by 2050 and getting halfway there by 2030. Doerr approaches 
the problem as a hard-nosed businessman who sees an oppor-
tunity, creates a plan, and organizes resources before moving 
ahead. Using this approach and prose that is superior to many 
similar books, the author crafts a specific, comprehensible 
description of the elements that contribute to climate change 
and what needs to be done. Six chapters propose six solutions. 
Few will surprise readers (“Electrify Transportation,” “Clean Up 
Industry,” “Protect Nature,” “Remove Carbon”), although “Fix 
Food” requires major changes in agriculture as well as our diet, 
cooking, and waste disposal. Throughout, readers are guided 
by ingenious illustrations and often startling facts—e.g., China 
and the U.S. rank No. 1 and No. 2 in greenhouse gas produc-
tion, followed by the world’s 1 billion cows. The concluding 
four chapters describe how to meet zero emissions. “We need 
a quantum leap in speed and scale,” writes the author, “unprec-
edented sums on a very tight schedule...as much as $1.7 trillion 
each year—and we’ll need to go full throttle for twenty years or 
more.” While acknowledging obstacles, Doerr points out that 
the world is moving in the right direction. Governments (China 
and the EU if not the U.S.) have approved green policies with 
definite goals, and mass movements have persuaded innumera-
ble businesses to promise zero emissions—whether they deliver 
will be critical. Entrepreneurs are paying attention. In January 
2021, their clean technology investments exceeded the total for 
all of 2015.

Yet another prospective solution to climate change, but 
one of the most feasible.





Derecka Purnell has a very full plate. She is a moth-
er, a civil rights attorney, and a columnist at the Guardian. 
Her activism began early in life, and she was inspired to go 
to law school to protect people from the civil rights viola-
tions she witnessed on the news as well as in her day-to-
day life. Becoming Abolitionists: Police, Protests, and the Pursuit 
of Freedom (Astra House, Oct. 5) is her autobiographical 
exploration of the trauma that police violence inflicts on 
Black Americans; it received a starred Kirkus review for its 
insight into the problematic nature of policing, including 
constitutional policing—that which upholds the U.S. Con-
stitution and individual civil rights. Purnell highlights her 
evolution from cop-caller to abolitionist and dissects the 
violence in policing culture. She spoke to us by phone; the 
conversation has been edited for length and clarity. 

Aside from being an author, you are also a civil rights 
lawyer. Tell us about your work. 
I’m a lawyer, so I help other organizations figure out how 
to use law and policy. I also have a column at the Guardian, 

but I took a little bit of a hiatus to finish the book. I am 
an organizer, I parent, I have two kids whom I love dearly 
and spend a lot of time with. I also want to open up a used 
furniture store. 

You had your first baby right before law school. Tell us 
more about the experience of going to law school as a 
new parent. 
Law school is honestly the best time to have kids. I was a 
teacher before then, and it was a bit challenging. I had a 
supportive partner, and it sort of worked out. What’s actu-
ally really sad was that I knew so many people, particular-
ly women, who were terrified of having kids in law school, 
and scared when they graduated, because if you are a wom-
an, you are less likely to be promoted in a firm. I had lots of 
flexibility when I was a student, because you’re sort of in a 
bubble. I felt very lucky for the situation I had. Then I had 
my second kid right before I graduated. 

You were also a legal observer at protests. Can you tell 
us more about what it was like to have this experience?
[Your experience as an observer] depends, sadly, on your 
race and gender. You are trained to go into protests and 
monitor police behavior and the behavior of government 
actors. You check to see what they’re wearing or if their 
badges are covered. If they’re wearing gloves, they don’t 
want their DNA to be left behind. [We have to be] pre-
pared to see how police show up at protests and how they 
interact with activists, and [make] sure the activists know 
what their plan is or who they are going to call if they get 
arrested. Also to make sure [protestors] have a way to get 
out [of the protest] if they choose to get out. 

How did acting as a legal observer influence your views 
as an abolitionist?  
Early on, when I first started learning how to be a legal ob-
server, I had this idea that OK, these are protests. I think 

Once, the author was someone who would call the cops. Now she’s an 
activist for abolition of the police
BY NIA NORRIS

Allysa Lisbon
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I generally know what acceptable and unacceptable police 
behavior is. But I started learning more about the com-
plete powers police have to be violent against protesters. 
The police have a lot of constitutional power to be violent. 
Actually, constitutional policing is the cause of much more 
violence than unconstitutional policing. I’m trying to keep 
track and monitor what people can and cannot do. Be-
cause they have so much free reign, we have to try to figure 
out how to stop that as well.

In the introduction to your book, you describe aboli-
tion as “utopic” and explain that you originally thought 
it was an idea created by White activists who did not 
have a grasp on reality. Over time, your perspective 
changed. Can you tell our readers about your journey? 
I can talk generally about how the idea came to be, so may-
be something that will be helpful to say is that I was in-
terested in writing the book exactly as I did: from being 
someone who called 911 to someone who is an abolitionist. 
I wanted to talk about George Zimmerman killing Tray-
von Martin and not being arrested. After protesting and 
organizing for George Zimmerman to go to prison, many 
activists went from that to being abolitionists. One cri-
tique of abolition is that we are not realistic. [But] many 
of us have decades of organizing experience within the le-
gal system. We know it inside and out, because many of us 
are lawyers. We run bail funds and jail campaigns. We tried 
to reform the system for 10, 20 years. I wanted to explain 
how we moved from being very committed to reform to 
being critical thinkers and abolitionists fighting for a dif-
ferent society. 

You mention that even when you called the police you 
were nervous about what they would do.
There were so many encounters. Like when a cop showed 
up to my house at 16 to remove me, or when a cop showed 
up with a social worker in third grade to take me to foster 
care. When a friend of mine and I were walking and a cop 
tried to force us into the car because he said she was too 
pretty to take the bus. I had all these encounters with cops 
removing us from our homes, forcing us into their cars, or 
being armed on our street. 

During your time as a public defender, you developed 
additional insight into the criminalization of poverty. 
How does poverty affect our interactions with the po-
lice? 
It was tough because Harvard—like many law schools—
[has] a law school clinic for students. One experience that 
I didn’t get to write about [was] when I was a lawyer in a 

housing clinic. This was completely eye-opening to me be-
cause White poverty had been invisible to me. I was just 
shocked at the level of racism, classism, sexism. Now, I am 
representing a broader group of people, all different races, 
all who have no business being in court, watching judges 
use loopholes to hold them. I was like, oh this is a mess, and 
they are pretending that this is justice. 

You mention that we often forget the role of policing in 
mass incarceration.
It’s a very simple thing to forget. Even when there is all this 
organizing and policy people who are committed to reduc-
ing incarceration to 50%. How could we reduce the pris-
on population without also reducing police, prison guards, 
prosecutors, and all of these actors that maintain the sys-
tem—they all have to go, too! 

What other projects are you working on right now? 
I’m finishing up a chapter for a textbook on mass incarcer-
ation. I’m working on two more books: One is about the 
history of Black-on-Black crime as a phrase and a phenom-
enon. One is about protestors who have perished since the 
Ferguson uprising. I accepted a position at Columbia Law 
School, and I am moving to New York City to do that. Lots 
of things happening.

Nia Norris is a journalist in Chicago who writes about culture 
and social issues. Becoming Abolitionists received a starred re-
view in the Sept. 15, 2021, issue.
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BAD MOTHERFUCKER
The Life and Movies of 
Samuel L. Jackson, the 
Coolest Man in Hollywood
Edwards, Gavin
Hachette (368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-306-92432-3  

A revealing look at the unlikely career 
trajectory of Samuel L. Jackson, from the 
author of The Tao of Bill Murray.

Motherfucker. “That’s my perfect noun/pronoun/expletive/
everything,” says Jackson, that ascended connoisseur of naughty 
words. By the account of pop-culture biographer Edwards, Jack-
son is also the epitome of cool, as exemplified by a key scene 
in Pulp Fiction, with the robbery at the diner: “Stay calm in an 
emergency. Apply your overarching philosophy to the smaller 
moments of your existence. Walk in the footsteps of your cool 
predecessors.” The long excursus on cool is the least interesting 
single passage of the book, since no one needs to be reminded 
of Jackson’s habitation of the term. What’s good about it is the 
author’s exploration of Jackson’s films, decade after decade—and, 
he reminds, Jackson has appeared in nearly a gross of feature films, 

“more than Bill Murray and Tom Hanks put together.” Ranking 
these films along axes such as how much of the pure Sam Jackson 
experience they yield, Edwards tracks the actor’s rise from “King 
of the Cameos” to full-tilt stardom, propelled along by the likes 
of Quentin Tarantino and Spike Lee. With all those films, it’s easy 
to forget ones in which Jackson played only tiny parts, such as 
Steve Buscemi’s 1996 outing Trees Lounge, but it’s a pleasure to 
see him muscle and sweet-talk his way into films that had no part 
for him at first. One good example is the Star Wars franchise, in 
which, to his pleasure, he was made a Jedi knight—and given a 
light saber with the initials B.M.F. engraved. (See the book’s title 
for the translation.) Edwards also recounts the films that Jackson 
didn’t make it to and a few interesting bits of associated trivia: He 
failed to join the cast of Roots because he “wasn’t African enough 
or not an exotic Negro,” and for more than two years, he was a 
stand-in for Bill Cosby on his eponymous show, which staggers 
the imagination.

“In a fair world, I’d probably have three or four Oscars,” 
Jackson has said. This entertaining book proves the point.

HOW THE OTHER HALF EATS
The Untold Story of Food and 
Inequality in America
Fielding-Singh, Priya
Little, Brown Spark (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-0-316-42726-5  

Food, families, and motherhood in 
America.

Making an insightful book debut, soci-
ologist and ethnographer Fielding-Singh 

brings her perspective as a biracial, South Asian American 
woman, and concerned mother, to this well-researched look at 
food choices among racially, ethnically, and economically diverse 
families. Based on interviews with 75 families and extended 
observations of four families’ daily lives, the book questions the 
assumption that food inequality can be “completely explained by 
the fact that healthy food was more expensive and farther away 
from lower-income folks than wealthier ones.” Parents across 
society, she discovered, “undertake sacrificial, complicated, and 
frustrating work to feed kids.” None lived in a “food desert” with-
out access to affordable, healthy food, but there was a definite 
difference in the kinds of markets they frequented—Whole 
Foods vs. Costco—and the amounts they were able to spend, 
from less than $200 a month to over $1,000. Feeding fell largely 
to mothers, who all expressed concern about their children’s 
nutrition. Nevertheless, mothers who had to deny many of their 
children’s desires because of financial straits were likely to give 
in when it came to junk food, spending money on the chips and 
sugared cereal their children clamored for instead of fruits and 
vegetables. Lack of time, children’s pickiness, and food industry 
advertising all shaped what mothers put on the table. Fielding-
Singh incisively explores “racist narratives pervading dietary 
discourses” that associate certain foods with Black and Latinx 
families, fetishizing kale rather than collard greens, for example, 
as well as how privileged mothers were “constantly ratcheting 
up the standards by which they evaluated their kids’ diets and 
themselves as moms.” To overcome food inequality, Fielding-
Singh suggests—in addition to a living wage and affordable hous-
ing—incentive programs, which would stretch federal-assistance 
dollars for the purchase of more nutritious foods; improving the 
national school lunch program; and banning the food industry 
from marketing to children.

An eye-opening and intimate study of what families eat 
and why.

A HUMAN HISTORY 
OF EMOTION 
How the Way We Feel 
Built the World We Know
Firth-Godbehere, Richard
Little, Brown Spark (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-316-46131-3  

An educative foray into a “growing dis-
cipline…that tries to understand how peo-
ple understood their feelings in the past.”

 How mankind has dealt with emotion might seem an 
abstruse academic problem, but this is an insightful and mostly 
accessible history that should intrigue diligent readers. Firth-
Godbehere, research fellow for the Centre for the History of 
Emotions at Queen Mary University, hits the ground running 
by pointing out that emotions are a concept “that English-
speaking Westerners put in a box two hundred years ago….The 
notion that feelings are something that happen in the brain 
was invented in the early nineteenth century.” Earlier thinkers 

“Plenty of scholars seem to have read everything on their chosen
subjects, but it’s rare to find one who can convert this massive
database into lucid, captivating prose. Paul Johnson and Yuval

Noah Harari do it; Firth-Godbehere is another.” 
a human history of emotion





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

spoke of temperaments, passions or sentiments—archaic terms now 
replaced with a single catchall term. The author casts his net 
widely, beginning with the ancient Greeks, who had no short-
age of opinions on our inner lives. Later Christian theologians, 
led by St. Augustine, concluded that feelings are not good or bad 
in themselves; their value is determined based on how they are 
used in the service of God. Any emotion could be sinful if used 
for personal gain. In the modern age, we have largely discarded 
the almost universal idea that controlling one’s feelings is the 
mark of a civilized person. Showing emotions is acceptable, and 
even material desires (i.e. “covetousness”) are OK if one shows 

“good taste.” Firth-Godbehere notes that all these concepts are 
Western, and he goes on to introduce different approaches to 
emotions in Japan, Africa, and China. Although described as a 
history, this book delves deeply into philosophy, the theologies 
of the major religions (rife with commonalities), science, the 
arts, and social movements from humanism to communism. 
Plenty of scholars seem to have read everything on their chosen 
subjects, but it’s rare to find one who can convert this massive 
database into lucid, captivating prose. Paul Johnson and Yuval 
Noah Harari do it; Firth-Godbehere is another.

Occasionally heavy reading that is well worth the effort.

UNDERWATER WILD
My Octopus Teacher’s 
Extraordinary World
Foster, Craig & Frylinck, Ross
Photos by Craig Foster
Mariner Books (336 pp.) 
$50.00  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-0-358-66475-8  

An exploration of the underwater habitats that inspired the 
Oscar-winning documentary.

In an intriguing nature memoir packed with beautiful pho-
tos, Foster and Frylinck share memories of their adventures in 
and around the kelp forests off the coast of South Africa, which 
inspired My Octopus Teacher. Foster writes about how he com-
mitted himself to diving every day of the year and to do it with-
out a scuba tank or a wetsuit in order to adapt to and reap the 
benefits of the cold waters. Frylinck was apprehensive about 
diving under these conditions and didn’t always share the same 
level of enthusiasm. As they continued to dive, Foster notes how 
their regular diving schedule allowed them to learn the habits 
and preferences of these underwater creatures. Just as the ani-
mals taught him, Foster began to teach Frylinck how to track an 
animal. In time, Frylinck had an experience that enabled him to 
understand the state of “primal joy” that Foster had described 
numerous times. Foster also notes how our ancestors often 
sought this sense of wonder, which is often missing in contem-
porary life. In her foreword, Jane Goodall echoes the authors’ 
sentiment that spending time in wilderness can be healing and 
transformative and that the “barriers between humans and 
animals are just illusion.” The authors alternate their narra-
tion, which interweaves with stunning images that capture the 
intricate details of the marine life they have encountered—not 

just octopi, but also countless types of fish, sharks, mollusks, 
otters, and the blue dragon, which “lives by floating on the open 
ocean, eating bluebottles and storing their stinging cells in its 
own body to repel predators.” The authors also share childhood 
memories. While these stories are important to understanding 
their current lives, some of the personal details are disturbing, 
including accounts of abandonment and abuse.

A captivating call to take time to observe and live in the 
moment.

THE LAST BOOKSELLER
A Life in the Rare Book Trade
Goodman, Gary
Univ. of Minnesota (200 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Nov. 30, 2021
978-1-5179-1257-4  

A memoir from one of the last 
“hunter-gatherers in the book business.”

Goodman has all the requisite irasci-
bility for a bookseller. Having stumbled 
into buying a bookstore in St. Paul, Min-

nesota, in 1982—the original owner started at $25,000 and then 
haggled himself down to $2,000, without Goodman’s interven-
tion—the author writes of his sentimental education in the 
business. One lesson is often repeated, as when, toward the end 
of his career, Goodman received a few hundred books that were 
ruined when a roof leaked: “I had to rent several dumpsters and 
throw them away, again proving my thesis that there’s no such 
thing as a free book.” The foes of secondhand booksellers are 
many, including bad books: Get enough junk on your shelves, 
he writes, and you’ll get a reputation; stock enough good books, 
and you’ll get a clientele. Still, he allows, the rules have changed 
with the advent of the internet, which proved a Trojan horse. 
Ironically, it was a used bookstore owner who concocted the 
inventory software that allowed anyone to hunt up the prices 
and availability of a book, something only booksellers used to 
know. “Only stubbornness, and a genuine love of books, kept 
me going,” writes Goodman. “A sensible person would have 
told you that a secondhand bookstore on that block in East St. 
Paul couldn’t survive, but then again a sensible person probably 
wouldn’t have gotten into the used book business in the first 
place.” That last bit is probably true, but it shouldn’t deter oth-
ers just mad enough to give it a try. There’s a touch too much 
grumbling about Amazon and how hard it is to make a living, 
but there are lots of fun anecdotes about book thieves, biblio-
maniacs, and other familiars of the book business. For a livelier 
account of the trials and tribulations of bookselling, check out 
Shaun Bythell’s Confessions of a Bookseller (2020).

A middling but pleasant enough entry in the library of 
books on books.

“A captivating call to take time to observe 
and live in the moment.” 

underwater wild
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THIS BRIGHT FUTURE
A Memoir
Hall, Bobby
Simon & Schuster (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 7, 2021
978-1-982158-24-8  

Nonfiction debut from the multi-
platinum hip-hop artist. 

It’s not a spoiler to say Hall’s cheerily 
titled memoir has a happy ending; fans 
of the 31-year-old chart-topping rapper, 

known as Logic, likely already know much of his story, which 
is remarkable in many ways. The brutal details of the physical 
and emotional abuse he suffered at the hands of his parents are 
wrenching, though the author takes pains to offer explanations 
for some of their behavior. Though he says he no longer speaks 
to her, Hall has some understanding for his abusive mother; he 
believes she suffered from bipolar disorder. “As traumatic as it 
was for me to live with her,” he writes, “I can only imagine what 
it’s like for her to live with herself….Someone who’s sick the way 

my mother was sick is held captive by...this other side of them-
selves. Eventually they succumb, and those dark, disturbing 
voices become the only ones they can hear.” The author’s ability 
to quickly provide layered descriptions of the people in his life 
shows why he is a successful rapper, with Grammy-nominated 
hits like “1-800-273-8255,” and bestselling novelist (his 2019 
debut novel, Supermarket, topped many lists). It’s telling, though, 
that he can’t quite see the most interesting details about him-
self—or, perhaps, he chooses to put those aside to focus on 
how he survived his childhood abuse and run-ins with racism 
and bullying. Hall devotes most of the book to those struggles 
and the repeated cycles of pain he has endured, while the parts 
about his successes seem rushed, including his explanation of 
why he decided to retire from rap at the age of 30. (He unre-
tired earlier this year.) His reasons for this may be related to his 
explanation of why he wrote “1-800-273-8255.” “I never made 
my music to inspire anyone but myself,” he writes. “I made my 
music to pull myself out of a dark place.”

Hall’s tale of overcoming trauma is inspirational and 
intriguing but bogs down in the repetitive slog through his 
troubles.
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THE NAZIS KNEW MY NAME
A Remarkable Story of 
Survival and Courage in 
Auschwitz
Hellinger, Magda & Lee, Maya with 
Brewster, David
Atria (352 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-982181-22-2  

A Holocaust survivor’s daughter 
chronicles how her mother used her 

influence as a prisoner functionary to save lives at Auschwitz.
In 2003, Lee’s mother, Hellinger, printed and sold copies 

of a memoir that detailed her experiences as a concentration 
camp survivor. But it was only after she died that Lee fully 
appreciated the “complexity of my mother’s story,” which Lee 
amplified through academic research and by drawing on the 
extensive recorded testimonies that Hellinger—and those 
who knew her—left behind. Retaining her mother’s first-per-
son perspective throughout, Lee traces Hellinger’s life from 
her childhood in eastern Czechoslovakia and reveals that her 
mother showed an early gift for organizing Jewish community 
projects. She studied to become a teacher and then opened 
a kindergarten that Nazis allowed her to continue operating 
after Hitler’s takeover of Czechoslovakia in 1938. In 1942, she 
was deported to Auschwitz with other Jewish women from 
her town. Using her organizational skills, Hellinger helped 
keep order among her fellow inmates and quickly earned the 
respect of female Nazi guards. Her German captors began to 
give her small but important prison jobs and then promoted 
her to prison leadership roles, which put her in direct contact 
with high-ranking Nazi officials. Lee shows how her mother 
deftly negotiated her difficult position to keep both herself 
and many of her fellow inmates alive. When Nazi officials 
chose sick prisoners to die, she used her influence to spare 
lives. When new prisoners arrived, she helped them learn “the 
ways of the camp so they would have the best chance of sur-
vival.” Written in part to clarify Hellinger’s true relationship 
to her captors, this book offers a much-needed perspective on 
the roles many so-called collaborators played in helping fellow 
concentration camp inmates survive the Holocaust. “Magda 
has been misrepresented and judged unfairly by some survi-
vors simply because of the positions she was forced to hold,” 
writes Lee, who provides a solid corrective.

A poignantly illuminating Holocaust memoir.

A BRAVE AND 
CUNNING PRINCE 
The Great Chief 
Opechancanough and the 
War for America
Horn, James
Basic (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-465-03890-9  

An accomplished work of scholarly 
detection that plays out against the 

background of the English colonization of Virginia.
Opechancanough, the center of Virginia historian Horn’s 

narrative, was abducted from his Chesapeake Bay homeland 
by Spanish sailors in the 1550s and taken to Mexico and Spain, 
where he met King Philip II. Recorded in the Spanish annals 
as Paquiquineo, a name simplified as Don Luis, he converted to 
Catholicism and promised to help the Spanish establish a col-
ony on Powhatan lands, the site of a tight confederacy of Native 
nations. After returning there, however, he organized the mas-
sacre of Jesuit priests who had established a mission not far from 
present-day Richmond. The brother of the king, and in the line 
of royal succession, Opechancanough then mounted a long war 
of resistance against the English. Horn ventures two potentially 
controversial suggestions: first, that Don Luis and Opechanca-
nough were one and the same, since some historians have argued 
that they were not; and second, that Opechancanough and his 
elite band of warriors were responsible for the disappearance of 
the Roanoke Colony, long a matter of historical speculation. He 
provides convincing evidence for both assertions, building on 
a portrait of Virginia and its neighbors that, at the time of the 
European arrival, was the site of a sophisticated political and 
economic network whose participants were well aware of dis-
tant events and who coordinated to fight the newcomers. Some 
familiar figures appear, including John Smith and Pocahontas, 
on both of whom Horn sheds new light as players in a drama 
that would unfold over decades. He portrays Opechancanough 
as a man who, having seen the subjugation of Native peoples 
and the enslavement of Africans in Mexico, knew exactly what 
was coming on those English ships and fought to prevent their 
successful settlement—which, thanks to both the divisions 
of the English civil war and Opechancanough’s fierce fighting, 
almost didn’t happen.

Swift-moving prose along a twisting storyline lends this 
brilliant book the feel of a mystery.

“Swift-moving prose along a twisting storyline lends 
this brilliant book the feel of a mystery.” 

a brave and cunning prince



MOTHERS, FATHERS, 
AND OTHERS 
Essays
Hustvedt, Siri
Simon & Schuster (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-982176-39-6  

Another outstanding compilation of 
essays from Hustvedt.

As in her previous standout col-
lections, the author shares personal, 

familial stories as well as incisive ruminations on a breadth 
of literary, political, arcane, and germane subjects. These 20 
essays and lectures, 12 of which have been previously published 
and/or delivered in some other version, were penned between 
2017 and 2020. The first pieces are more biographical than 
those that follow. Early on, Hustvedt deftly chronicles her 
mother’s time in Nazi-occupied Norway as a student at the 
University of Oslo, her grandmother’s life in rural Minnesota, 

and her own burial plans. Although each essay is a stand-alone 
piece, their cumulative effect is staggering. Themes related to 
sexual hierarchies abound, whether the author is investigat-
ing Wuthering Heights, childhood patterning, or artist Louise 
Bourgeois. “The simple fact that every person begins inside 
another person haunts motherhood,” she writes. Through-
out, Hustvedt questions maternal archetypes and ideology: 

“Mother ideas invade mothering with a stark morality of good 
and evil that rarely touches fathering”; “Pregnancy is a chime-
ric state, and the chimera is still a terrifying animal because it 
involves mixing”; [Misogyny] is a strange hate…because every 
human being was born from a woman or person with female 
reproductive organs”; “That the body, emotion, and nature 
have been associated with passive femininity, and the mind, 
reason, and culture with active masculinity is a given in the 
Western tradition.” The author, one of our most appealing lit-
erary polymaths, quotes innumerable resources, and she main-
tains a pleasingly nuanced balance between striking originality 
and intellectual synthesis. Pluralism also resonates as a topic 
relevant to both parenting and literature. “Human beings 
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engage with a book, especially a novel, with an intimacy that 
does not pertain to most other inanimate objects. Reading is 
a form of ordinary possession of one person by another,” she 
writes, delineating why art cannot be confined to a fixed loca-
tion nor books (like motherhood) to a single meaning.

Brilliant and utterly transfixing.

ON CONSOLATION
Finding Solace in Dark Times
Ignatieff, Michael
Metropolitan/Henry Holt (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-8050-5521-4  

The noted academic and former 
politician examines the nature of conso-
lation as a means of helping us accept the 
tragic reality of our lives.

“Consolation is what we do, or try 
to do, when we share each other’s suffering or seek to bear our 
own,” writes Ignatieff. “What we are searching for is how to 
go on, how to keep going, how to recover the belief that life 
is worth living.” The author is generous in providing cases in 
point. Foremost is Job, the biblical figure whom God tested 
with exquisitely awful punishments. The great lesson of Job, 
Ignatieff suggests, is not that he eventually bows to his tormen-
tors, but that he teaches us to “refuse the false consolations of 
those who deny what we have endured.” The author then turns 
to the Psalms, which “have enabled men and women in pain, 
throughout the ages, to grasp the commonality of their experi-
ence.” Both Job and the Psalms, he adds, give us the language to 
express our hurt. Cicero may not have been the greatest model 
of probity, but the Roman philosopher adds to that literature, as 
does Marcus Aurelius, the Stoic emperor, whom Ignatieff cred-
its with setting a noble example: “For it is consoling to know 
that not even an emperor can get through the night, alone with 
his thoughts. That is something we can share with him.” Mon-
taigne turned to his thoughts, alone in his tower, in the face of 
a terrible religious civil war that had lasted for 30 years. Hav-
ing witnessed the peasants in the countryside around him pre-
pare for their plague-borne deaths by digging their own graves 
and awaiting the end, he found consolation for his impending 
demise. Marx and Lincoln also figure in these pages, as does 
Cicely Saunders, the founder of the hospice movement. Ignati-
eff concludes that consolation is a species of grace, which makes 
the consoler an angel in disguise.

An inspiration for those in need of words to carry on with 
life.

WOKE UP THIS MORNING
The Definitive Oral History of 
The Sopranos
Imperioli, Michael & Schirripa, Steve with 
Lerman, Philip
Morrow/HarperCollins (528 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-06-309002-6  

A multivocal history of one of the 
greatest TV shows ever made.

Imperioli and Schirripa, who played 
Christopher Moltisanti and Bobby Baccalieri on The Sopranos, 
took the occasion of the pandemic to watch every episode (86) 
of the series and then dissect it with the help of cast and crew. 
This book draws on the resulting podcast, with 44 cast mem-
bers and 20 crew members, including creator David Chase, in 
tow. There’s plenty of news here—e.g., that Michael Rispoli, 
who played Jackie Aprile, and Steven Van Zandt, who played 
Silvio Dante, were both in the running for the role of Tony 
Soprano. James Gandolfini eventually won that role, and it’s 
hard to imagine anyone else in it. On that note, as the authors 
write, “Can you imagine The Sopranos with Lorraine Bracco 
as Carmela, instead of Edie Falco? Turns out that very easily 
could have happened.” Bracco, though, opted to play Jenni-
fer Melfi, the psychiatrist, by virtue of the fact that she repre-
sented an intelligent Italian woman, altogether too rare in film 
and TV portrayals. The authors locate the origin of the series 
in a 1996 indie movie directed by Steve Buscemi called Trees 
Lounge, a film in which not much happens but in which many 
of the cast members of The Sopranos made appearances three 
years before the series launched. Devotees will revel in the 
stroll into series minutiae, from the accompanying music to 
how characters were slated to die (said Tony Sirico, aka Paulie 
Walnuts, to a writer, “You ever write a script where I die, first 
I die, then you die”). In many sections, the conversation goes 
deep: Who would have noticed that when Tony and Dr. Melfi 
appear together, their clothing colors “either match or clash”? 
Of course, there’s plenty of discussion about the last scene of 
the final episode, with Schirripa opining, “I feel Tony Soprano 
is alive and well and living in New Jersey.”

Essential for fans, with a revelation on every page.

ONE FAIR WAGE
Ending Subminimum Pay in 
America
Jayaraman, Saru
The New Press (256 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-62097-533-6  

Anecdotal manifesto for a living 
wage for tipped workers.

By Jayaraman’s account, more than 
6 million workers in the U.S. live on 

tips, which are unpredictable and often not forthcoming. “For 

“Essential for fans, with a revelation on every page.” 
woke up this morning
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tipped workers…the customer is always right,” she writes. “The 
customer pays your bills, not the employer, and as a result, the 
customer’s biases dictate a worker’s livelihood.” This plays out 
in numerous ways. For one, workers of color often are relegated 
to menial roles. One example is an undocumented young man 
from Mexico who was stuck as a busser for years before finally 
rising to the vaunted role of bartender. Women workers are 
subject to incessant sexual harassment, which they dare resist 
at the expense of pay and even their own health, since a com-
mon demand is that they remove personal protective gear and 
show themselves. The subminimum wage that tipped work-
ers receive, Jayaraman writes provocatively, is a holdover from 
slavery, punishing the ranks of immigrants, people of color, and 
women. And that’s not to mention the truly enslaving practice 
of requiring prisoners to work for “as little as 11 cents an hour or 
$1 a day, depending on the state.” Only seven states have man-
dated that tipped workers be paid a minimum wage. Meanwhile, 
Jayaraman writes, whole sectors of workers in the gig economy 
are being forced into subminimum wage positions that benefit 
the bosses but not them. Drawing on profiles and more than 

500 interviews with prisoners, nail-salon workers, restaurant 
staff, drivers, delivery workers, and many others, Jayaraman 
delivers an argument that is often repetitive, since the conclu-
sion of each profile is always the same: The subminimum wage 
must be abolished in favor of “one fair wage,” the title of both 
this book and Jayaraman’s legislative initiative.

A clearly argued, sometimes-circular case for bringing eco-
nomic justice to a growing segment of the workforce.
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RECLAMATION
Sally Hemings, Thomas 
Jefferson, and a 
Descendant’s Search for Her 
Family’s Lasting Legacy
Jessup White, Gayle
Amistad/HarperCollins (304 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-0-06-302865-4  

A Black descendant of Thomas Jef-
ferson fashions a straightforward mem-

oir about her life and struggles.
Born in 1957, Jessup White, now the public relations and 

community engagement officer at Monticello, grew up in the 
middle-class suburbs of Washington, D.C., the daughter of a 
teacher and a civil servant. As she writes, “I grew up ‘Negro rich.’ 
It meant that my family was well-off for Black people.” Her 
father’s family, according to a vague understanding (“that’s what 
they say”), had descended from Jefferson. By her teens, the 
author began to question her father about his ancestry, although 
he never knew his mother, who died early of tuberculosis, and 
was unsure about his grandmother’s family name. Some of her 
relatives, she writes, passed as White. The author graduated 
from Howard University, worked for the New York Times and 
in TV news, and married and had children, all before she first 
visited Monticello. In 2010, she contacted historian Lucia Stan-
ton, “an expert on slavery” who was at the estate researching 
the descendants of people enslaved by Jefferson. Using Stan-
ton’s diligent research as a launching pad, they unearthed docu-
mentation that identified one of Jessup White’s ancestors who 
was the great-grandson of Jefferson. The plot thickened when 
they discovered that the author’s great-great-grandmother had 
descended from the Hemings family line, the best documented 
of all the enslaved people and their kin who figure in Jefferson’s 
bloodline. In this serviceable account, Jessup White chronicles 
how strange it was to meet her White relatives, members of the 
so-called First Families of Virginia (among them Taylors and 
Randolphs), who, she observes, weren’t thrilled to know about 
her either. In 2014, DNA tests confirmed their research: Jessup 
White was indisputably a Jefferson descendant. Through her 
account, the author fleshes out many of the genealogical ques-
tions concerning Jefferson that have emerged in recent decades.

From Colonial Virginia to today’s Black middle class: Jes-
sup White tells a story that will be meaningful to many readers.

FRIENDS FROM THE 
BEGINNING
The Berkeley Village That 
Raised Kamala and Me
Johnson-Batiste, Stacey
Twelve (240 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-5387-0748-7  

Johnson-Batiste makes her book 
debut with a paean to her friendship 
with the vice president, which began 

when the two were children growing up in Berkeley’s diverse, 
progressive community.

“Kamala and I,” recalls the author, “were raised among 
people who, if they saw injustice, determined that it was their 
responsibility to do something about it. This culture extended 
beyond core pillars who were like family, but these figures and 
their examples were no less inspiring.” Harris shouldered that 
responsibility even as a 5-year-old, when she fearlessly defended 
Johnson-Batiste against a bully. The girls were kindergarten 
school classmates, but afterward, their educational paths 
diverged: Johnson-Batiste went to Catholic schools, Harris to 
a newly integrated Berkeley public school and to high school 
in Montreal, where her mother was a researcher. Although they 
were no longer neighbors, the author remembers Harris’ fre-
quent visits, when the girls would catch up, and their closeness 
revived after Harris moved back from Canada. The author cre-
ates warm portraits of the men and women who were influen-
tial in her life and Harris’, including their respective mothers, 
Johnson-Batiste’s father, and especially Sherman Williams and 
Mary Lewis—Uncle Sherman and Aunt Mary to the girls—who 
were deeply involved in the civil rights movement. “One of my 
favorite traits about Kamala,” writes the author, “is her ability 
to ask clear, direct questions and then genuinely listen to the 
responses. She has always been the friend who is actually paying 
attention and listening carefully to what you’re saying—a trait 
due in part, I believe, to the influence of her countless conversa-
tions with Aunt Mary.” As adults, although they followed “very 
different life paths,” for several years in the 1990s, they were 
neighbors in the same condo building. Once Harris decided 
to run for district attorney, senator, and president, Johnson-
Batiste, now a national sales channel manager at AT&T, volun-
teered to work in every campaign—and, with enormous pride, 
was a guest at Harris’ swearing in as vice president.

An affectionate homage to a treasured friend.

“From Colonial Virginia to today’s Black middle class: Jessup
White tells a story that will be meaningful to many readers.” 

reclamation
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GALLOWAY 
Life in a Vanishing 
Landscape
Laurie, Patrick
Counterpoint (272 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-64009-500-7  

A Scottish farmer paints an intimate 
portrait of his home turf.

“I’m too late to know the old world, 
and too early to forget it,” writes Lau-

rie. “I’m stuck in the middle and I’m scarred by the loss of 
wide places and lonely, calling birds.” Galloway, a small region 
of southwestern Scotland that ends in the Solway Firth, was 
once a region of grass and rock, lately covered up with com-
mercial tree farms. That forestation has had material effects 
on two of Laurie’s prime subjects: It has ruined the grassy habi-
tat of the curlew, a migratory shorebird, and it has deprived 
the ancient Riggits breed of cattle, “prized for their ability to 
graze on rough forage and then transform those thistles into 
high-quality meat.” Readers will learn just about all there is 
to know about both animals in the course of this appealing 
chronicle, organized to follow a farmer’s year, with month-by-
month chapters and a lagniappe to honor the summer solstice. 
The education parallels Laurie’s own: He learns by doing and by 
talking to the fast-disappearing old-timers, their crofts turned 
into retirement cottages for wealthy people from south of the 
border. Some of what he learns turns out to be invaluable, some 
not quite so much, as when an old gamekeeper swears by the 
presence of a phantom: “Craigie herons aren’t magical or special 
beyond the realm of other birds; they just don’t exist.” Laurie’s 
narrative is a celebration of farming and the rural life, hard as 
it may be. “Owning and working land is no automatic joy,” he 
writes. “There’s no escape from undone chores and the smell of 
shit on your boots.” More than anything else, the book is also a 
requiem, as when Laurie laments that “things collapse at such a 
rate that soon we’ll look back on all the names we had for birds 
and wonder why we ever needed them.”

A lyrical, keenly observed addition to the top shelf of Brit-
ish nature writing.

THE CORRESPONDENTS 
Six Women Writers 
on the Front Lines of 
World War II
Mackrell, Judith
Doubleday (464 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-385-54766-6  

An account of six pioneering women 
who worked as war journalists in World 
War II.

Mackrell’s chosen six came from different backgrounds 
though they all ended up writing for British or American news 

outlets. Some, like Martha Gellhorn, who was married to 
Ernest Hemingway; or Lee Miller, a popular fashion photogra-
pher and Vogue cover model, were already public figures. The 
others—Virginia Cowles, Clare Hollingworth, Helen Kirkpat-
rick, and Sigrid Schultz—made their marks with their intrepid 
reporting. All had barriers to overcome, many the result of 
outright misogyny (they constantly battled “sexually preda-
tory officers or over-entitled male journalists”), and none of 
them backed away from dangerous assignments. Mackrell gives 
enough background on each to show how they became journal-
ists—for most of them, well before the war—and how their ini-
tial beats were traditionally “feminine” subjects—e.g., society 
columns, fashion, or the “woman’s angle” on a topic of broader 
interest. Nonetheless, the persistence, determination, and 
daring led them to cover the Spanish Civil War (Gellhorn and 
Cowles), Berlin during Hitler’s rise to power (Schultz), or the 
experiences of frontline troops in Europe or North Africa (Hol-
lingsworth and Kirkpatrick). Schultz, writes the author, “could 
not yet take Hitler seriously as a politician: he seemed to her a 
crude ‘fascist bugbear,’ a ‘demagogue drunk on his own word.’ ” 
This is incredibly rich material, and Mackrell makes the most of 
it, showing Gellhorn stowing away on a hospital ship to cover 
the D-Day landings or Miller taking a bath in Hitler’s tub, an 
incident immortalized in a famous photograph. The author also 
describes the reporters’ outraged responses to the concentra-
tion camps, which several of them saw shortly after the libera-
tion. Mackrell concludes with a brief summary of the women’s 
postwar careers, capping off an exhilarating read packed with 
emotion and genuine humanity.

A vivid portrayal of six remarkable women who made his-
tory reporting on World War II.

THE GREEK REVOLUTION
1821 and the Making of 
Modern Europe
Mazower, Mark
Penguin Press (608 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-59184-733-5  

On the bicentennial of the Greek 
revolution, a prominent scholar tracks 
the historical detail and enormous inter-
national significance of the improbable, 

largely grassroots uprising against the Ottoman Empire.
Mazower, a Columbia professor and winner of the Wolfson 

Prize for History who has written extensively about Greece 
and the Balkans, ably ties together the many disparate threads 
of this complex history of Greek independence, galvanized by 
the spirit of nationalism unleashed at the Congress of Vienna 
in 1814. Though the Ottomans were not present at the talks, 
the Christian Orthodox entities (Serbs, Greeks, Russians) built 
solidarity in response to Ottoman “scenes of carnage,” and 
the Greek question garnered sympathy. However, Mazower 
emphasizes that as long as the Greeks waited, the czar was not 
going to come to their defense. Consequently, in Odessa, “some 
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Greeks of very obscure class” formed a Filiki Etaireia (“Society 
of Friends”) that would prove “the catalyst for Europe’s first 
successful national revolution,” which began in earnest in 1821. 
Despite the wildly asymmetrical dimensions of the fight—the 
sprawling Ottoman Empire of 24 million versus the 3 million 
or so Greeks scattered throughout, as well as the sultan’s vast 
wealth, bureaucracy, and military versus the 15,000 to 20,000 
fighters the Greeks could motivate—the Greek underdogs 
managed to wrest “some kind of independence” from the Sul-
tan by 1828, to be determined over the subsequent decades. 
The Egyptians also joined the fight against the Greeks, but the 
Greeks were able to win the international war of propaganda—
aided by notables such as Byron, Shelley, and Delacroix, who 
were infatuated by Greek mythology, archaeological discover-
ies, and Enlightenment thinking. In a narrative that may over-
whelm general readers but will prove indispensable to scholars, 
Mazower underscores that it was largely a provincial struggle, 
financed by European sympathies and bonded by Christianity. 
The book features extensive maps and illustrations.

An elucidating history that is relevant to understanding 
the geopolitics of Greece today.

THE LYRICS 
1956 to the Present
McCartney, Paul
Ed. by Paul Muldoon
Liveright/Norton (960 pp.) 
$100.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-63149-256-3  

Closing in on 80, the iconic musician looks back on a long 
career and reveals how his songs came about.

“The best comparison I can think of is an old snapshot album 
that’s been kept up in a dusty attic.” So writes McCartney of this 
gathering of his lyrics, which, though overall less poetic than 
Bob Dylan’s, still read well on the page. This is true even of his 
earliest songs: “Close your eyes and I’ll kiss you / Tomorrow I’ll 
miss you” pretty well says it all, but McCartney’s extensive com-
mentary places it in the context of his life, his band’s trajectory 
(“The thing that strikes me about the ‘All My Loving’ recording 
is John’s guitar part; he’s playing the chords as triplets”), and the 
pop-music tradition generally. Studded with photographs and 
featuring an introduction by editor Muldoon, the book is a gold 
mine of Beatles lore and reminiscence. Among countless other 
intriguing bits, McCartney notes how Allen Ginsberg called 

“Eleanor Rigby” “a great poem.” While it’s well known that “Yes-
terday” started with the placeholder lyrics “Scrambled eggs,” it 
will come as news that “it was almost recorded as an electronic 
avant-garde song” until George Martin decided to add a string 
quartet and make a sad song even sadder. McCartney airs some 
dirty laundry—e.g., why John Lennon was so nasty to him after 
the Beatles’ breakup—but he allows that none of his musical 
backing afterward came close to his Beatles band mates. Even 
so, he includes plenty of Wings material, as well. Some of the 
omissions are odd (“I’m Looking Through You,” “Little Lamb 
Dragonfly”), while some of the songs are largely attributed to 

Lennon, notably “A Day in the Life” and “Ticket To Ride.” The 
odd curiosity aside, though, what emerges here is a portrait of a 
songwriter constantly searching for the elusive tune.

A delightful, surprising treasure trove that no Beatles 
completist should miss.

WOKE RACISM 
How a New Religion 
Has Betrayed Black 
America
McWhorter, John
Portfolio (224 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-593-42306-6  

A far-reaching, full-throated polemic 
against “Third Wave Antiracism.”

McWhorter, a professor of linguis-
tics, American studies, and music history at Columbia, has been 
a prominent figure in the public discourse around race since he 
published Losing the Race in 2000. But nothing he has said or 
written previously has been as controversial as the thesis he 
advances in his latest book. Flying in the face of mainstream lib-
eral orthodoxy, McWhorter writes in unapologetic opposition 
to the brand of anti-racism that authors like Ibram X. Kendi 
and Robin DiAngelo have made so popular in recent years. At 
the core of McWhorter’s critique is his claim that wokism (or 

“Electism,” as he wants us to call it) has literally become a reli-
gion. It demands adherence to positions that one must accept 
on faith or else be treated as heretical (i.e., “problematic”). 
McWhorter is well aware that his arguments may be dismissed 
out of hand, but he is cogent and forthright in his discussions. 

“You see Third Wave antiracism telling you that you are mor-
ally bound to conceive of ordinary statements that once were 
thought of as progressive, like ‘I don’t see color,’ as racist,” he 
writes. “That if you are white you are to despise yourself as 
tainted permanently by ‘white privilege’ in everything you do.” 
The author attempts to turn from the vogue anti-racism of our 
era to earlier forms of anti-racism that don’t “make black peo-
ple look like the dumbest, weakest, most self-indulgent human 
beings in the history of our species, and teach black people to 
revel in that status and cherish it as making us special.” This 
is a passionate, often fiery book, but it is also seriously consid-
ered and scrupulously reasoned. Whether or not readers are 
persuaded by McWhorter’s analysis, they must, in the name of 
intellectual honesty, consider the book mandatory reading.

McWhorter’s cri de coeur is a vital statement in America’s 
ongoing conversations about race.

“A delightful, surprising treasure trove that no 
Beatles completist should miss.” 

the lyrics



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

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

THE NEXT SUPPER
The End of Restaurants As 
We Knew Them, and What 
Comes After
Mintz, Corey
PublicAffairs (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-5417-5840-7  

A flinty-eyed look at the world of 
food and how the pandemic has exposed 
some of its uglier aspects.

“My quest is nothing less than figuring out how to eat restau-
rant food and not be an asshole,” writes Mintz, who became a 
restaurant reviewer after working as a chef, a career trajectory 
that’s rarer than one might think. That the restaurant world died, 
by his lights, in 2020 doesn’t mean it won’t come back. However, 
it must shed some bad associations. For one, the author zeroes in 
on the genius chef who delivers abusive tirades on line cooks and 
servers, his nose stuffed with cocaine, his belly full of booze. Such 
people exist, Mintz allows, but their time has passed, and many 
have fallen (think Mario Batali). Why the drugs? Why does every 
cook, it seems, smoke? Because those chefs set insane paces, and 

“smoking is often the only excuse, during a long day, for leaving 
the kitchen or getting off your feet.” Those long hours are usu-
ally rewarded with substandard pay, and of course the whole 
restaurant world operates on tips, which Mintz neatly links to 
Reconstruction-era evasions of paying emancipated slaves a 
fair wage—an evasion now applied to a demographic heavy on 
women and immigrants. Regarding the latter, Mintz counsels 
that a little family-run kitchen on the outskirts of town is your 
best bet since the inner core is too expensive except for the giants. 
He advises that we order food to be delivered directly from the 
restaurant and not by third-party delivery services, which he con-
siders predatory; that tips be paid in cash; that diners not chase 
the newest restaurant on the block (“Restaurants are built to age 
gradually into their best selves. The moment at which we shower 
them with attention is precisely when they’re not ready for it”); 
and that we value food and its providers more than we now do, 
once we emerge from the bunker.

It’s not Bourdain, but Mintz’s account will make readers 
more knowledgeable eaters.

ROCK CONCERT
An Oral History as Told 
by the Artists, Backstage 
Insiders, and Fans Who 
Were There
Myers, Marc
Grove (400 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-8021-5791-1  

A multifaceted account of the rise 
of the rock show from the birth of the 

genre until Live Aid in 1985.

In the beginning, writes music journalist Myers, the rock 
concert was an impromptu affair. Songwriter Mike Stoller 
recalls that in the 1940s and ’50s, nightclubs staged shows with 
several acts on the ticket, and DJs would do same-day announce-
ments when they came together. “White kids who otherwise 
never would have heard of these events found their way there,” 
he notes. Black music drew ever larger White crowds thanks 
to those DJs, foremost among them Alan Freed in Cleveland; 
as they did, the limits of segregation were tested. Wanda Jack-
son, the pioneering rockabilly singer, remembers that in the 
South, the most spacious venues were state fairs, but eventu-
ally, rock shows began to move into concert halls once reserved 
for higher-toned music. There, acts like the Beach Boys could 
draw huge (and largely White) crowds. As audiences grew, music 
marathons such as the Monterey Pop Festival of 1967 began to 
take shape. Then the music changed, at least by the lights of 
documentarian D.A. Pennebaker. Whereas Broadway tunes 
were about the notion that life is good, he notes, rock tunes 
sounded change: “They were saying, ‘This isn’t friendly music. 
It’s a warning.’ Which is why the cameras in Monterey Pop [Pen-
nebaker’s documentary] gravitate toward the oddness of the 
concert with a childlike curiosity.” Myers charts the techno-
logical changes as well: the development of vast PA systems that 
enabled concert stalwarts like the Grateful Dead to send their 
sound out for miles; the wireless electric guitar; and complex 
stage-lighting systems and props that made Pink Floyd’s The 
Wall an unforgettable live experience. Closing with the Live Aid 
benefit of 1985, Myers notes that the rock concert continued 
but grew sclerotic (and expensive), so that “by the 2000s, the 
rock concert had fizzled as a rite of passage and was more of an 
event parents took children along to experience.”

A revealing, absorbing book for those who keep their old 
ticket stubs close at hand.

A BIGGER PICTURE 
My Fight To Bring a 
New African Voice to 
the Climate Crisis
Nakate, Vanessa
Mariner Books (240 pp.) 
$22.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-358-65450-6  

Debut memoir from a young Ugan-
dan climate activist who was infamously 
cropped out of a 2020 photo taken at the 

World Economic Forum in Davos.
“I was the only one who wasn’t from Europe and the only one 

who was black,” writes Nakate. “They hadn’t just cropped me 
out, I realized. They’d cropped out a whole continent.” In 2018, 
after witnessing devastating floods in Uganda and other nations 
in East Africa, Nakate diverged from her path studying business 
and finance in college. Reckoning with the severe lack of for-
mal education about the climate crisis, she conducted extensive 
research and connected with other young activists who shared 
her passion. Though initially unsure and hesitant when she took 
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to the streets of Kampala with her placards to strike, Nakate 
harnessed her inner courage and genuine concern for the planet 
to make her voice heard, and readers will eagerly follow the 
ups and downs of her journey. From her early local strikes with 
family and friends to international travel to the Youth Climate 
Summit in New York City in September 2019 and the U.N. 
Conference of the Parties in Madrid two months later, Nakate 
is frank about the disappointments she experienced as she bat-
tled the media’s tendency to ignore voices like hers. The text is 
riddled with eye-popping statistics to illustrate the gravity of 
the climate change situation, but it is the author’s personal sto-
ries that make the book particularly memorable. Nakate is in a 
vital position as a Black, Ugandan woman. Through her lens and 
interviews with other activists, we see how climate disasters 
disproportionately impact women in the Global South. Along 
with recounting her experiences, the author provides lots of 
information that may be unfamiliar to readers: Facts about the 
destruction of the Congo rainforest and the drying out of the 
Lake Chad Basin will force readers to pay attention—and hope-
fully, to act in whatever way they are able.

Nakate is conscious of the power her voice wields, and the 
world would benefit from listening.

THE LIBRARY 
A Fragile History
Pettegree, Andrew & 
der Weduwen, Arthur
Basic (528 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-5416-0077-5  

A comprehensive history of the 
invention and reinvention of libraries.

Historians Pettegree and der Wedu-
wen have created a capacious, deeply 

researched examination of collections of the written word. 
They begin with clay tablets in the Assyrian Empire of Meso-
potamia and move to the digitized material probed by Google’s 
Alexa (named after the ancient library at Alexandria) to answer 
500 million questions per day from customers around the world. 
The history of the library, the authors assert, “is not a story of 
relentless progress” or even of shared meaning about what a 
library should be, what it should contain, and whom it should 
serve. From ancient Greece to contemporary urban spaces, the 
authors offer a panoramic view of collections ranging from illu-
minated manuscripts in medieval monasteries to popular nov-
els circulated in bookmobiles, from Oxford’s privately funded 
Bodleian Library to Andrew Carnegie’s extensive public library 
system. Collections often served as symbols of status and 
power; access to the San Marco library in 15th-century Florence, 
for example, “was restricted to literate male citizens of the city 
with scholarly interests.” Once the printing press made books 
affordable—9 million books were printed by 1500—appetite 
for ownership burgeoned, “fueled by universities and schools, 
movements of popular lay devotion and the steady growth of cit-
ies.” Still, before the 17th century, most libraries were privately 

held, occupying “spaces which were not originally constructed 
as rooms for books.” In a narrative packed with fascinating facts 
for bibliophiles, the authors recount the vulnerability of books 
to war, oppression, censorship, fire, and confiscation. Even col-
lectors used to rid themselves of duplicates by recycling them 

“as wallpaper, bookbinding supports, wrapping paper or toilet 
paper.” Not until the advent of antiquarian booksellers was 
there an eruption of “bibliomania, frantic competitive bidding 
for the best and rarest copies of early printed books.” Faced 
with increasing digitization, libraries are more than merely 
public gathering spaces. “The health of the library,” write the 
authors, “will remain connected to the health of the book.”

A lively, authoritative cultural history.

UNGUARDED
Pippen, Scottie with Arkush, Michael
Atria (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-982165-19-2  

The Chicago Bulls stalwart tells all—
and then some.

Hall of Famer Pippen opens with a 
long complaint: Yes, he’s a legend, but 
he got short shrift in the ESPN docu-
mentary about Michael Jordan and the 

Bulls, The Last Dance. Given that Jordan emerges as someone 
not quite friend enough to qualify as a frenemy, even though 
teammates for many years, the maltreatment is understand-
able. This book, Pippen allows, is his retort to a man who “was 
determined to prove to the current generation of fans that 
he was larger-than-life during his day—and still larger than 
LeBron James, the player many consider his equal, if not supe-
rior.” Coming from a hardscrabble little town in Arkansas and 
playing for a small college, Pippen enjoyed an unlikely rise to 
NBA stardom. He played alongside and against some of the 
greats, of whom he writes appreciatively (even Jordan). Readers 
will gain insight into the lives of characters such as Dennis Rod-
man, who “possessed an unbelievable basketball IQ,” and into 
the behind-the-scenes work that led to the Bulls dynasty, which 
ended only because, Pippen charges, the team’s management 
was so inept. Looking back on his early years, Pippen advo-
cates paying college athletes. “Don’t give me any of that holier-
than-thou student-athlete nonsense,” he writes. “These young 
men—and women—are athletes first, not students, and make 
up the labor that generates fortunes for their schools. They are, 
for lack of a better term, slaves.” The author also writes even-
handedly of the world outside basketball: “No matter how many 
championships I have won, and millions I have earned, I never 
forget the color of my skin and that some people in this world 
hate me just because of that.” Overall, the memoir is closely 
observed and uncommonly modest, given Pippen’s many suc-
cesses, and it moves as swiftly as a playoff game.

Basketball fans will enjoy Pippen’s bird’s-eye view of some 
of the sport’s greatest contests.

“A lively, authoritative cultural history.” 
the library



PARADISE FOUND
A High School Football 
Team’s Rise From the Ashes
Plaschke, Bill
Morrow/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-06-301451-0  

A Los Angeles Times columnist follows 
the Paradise High School football team 
through its first season after the 2018 
Camp Fire leveled its Northern Califor-

nia town.
Inevitably, this book will be compared to Buzz Bissinger’s 

Friday Night Lights, but its story has more inherent drama. 
While the Camp Fire disaster has been skillfully recon-
structed by others—including Lizzie Johnson in her recent 
Paradise—Plaschke focuses on the football team and athletic 
staff, especially the 60-year-old head coach, Rick Prinz. A for-
mer youth pastor who had planned to retire, Prinz stayed on 
after coming to believe with near-messianic zeal that his team 
could help the town recover by continuing to play its smash-
mouth, championship-seeking brand of football, which tradi-
tionally had united residents (“Everyone around here needs 
hope….We’re going to try to be that hope,” he said). En route 
to what became an undefeated regular season in 2019, the 
team faced monumental odds. First the coaches and players, 
on gridlocked exit routes, fled a terrifying inferno that killed 
86 people, some burned alive in their vehicles. All but three 
players lost their homes and scrambled to find makeshift liv-
ing quarters, some as far as 90 minutes from Paradise. Then 
the team had to practice on a lot strewn with rocks and pot-
holes in Chico and a home field with a “partially melted score-
board.” The calamities left traumatized players with physical 
and emotional burdens ranging from anger and sadness to 
full-blown PTSD. Unlike Bissinger, Plaschke doesn’t delve 
into the morality of an obsession with winning (which, in this 
case, involved letting members play with a torn ACL and other 
injuries). Yet he’s a graceful and perceptive writer whose book 
works on its own terms, and because he tells a story with more 
big-picture stakes than that of Friday Night Lights, some read-
ers may find it even more engaging.

A moving and well-told account of how a battered team 
regrouped after catastrophic losses.

THE HIDDEN CASE OF 
EWAN FORBES
And the Unwritten History of 
the Trans Experience
Playdon, Zoë
Scribner (384 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-982139-46-9  

An exploration of the roots of the 
trans civil rights movement via the story 
of one trans man’s quest to formalize his 

identity as male.
In the mid-1990s, the British High Court of Justice rejected 

arguments set forth by Playdon, emeritus professor of medical 
humanities at the University of London, and a group of activist 
lawyers that trans people had the right to correct their birth 
certificates. The decision came at a time when the author had 
begun exploring the legally suppressed case of Ewan Forbes, a 
trans man who petitioned to change his gender identifiers in 
1952. Designated female at birth, Forbes later identified as male 
and began testosterone treatment as a teenager. Forbes’ mother 
supported him; his father, however, did not and forced Forbes 

“to comply with the social observances he believed fitting to the 
family name,” including participation in debutante activities. 
Forbes went to medical school and eventually started a suc-
cessful medical practice. In midlife, he fell in love, changed his 
pronouns through doctor letters, and married. Playdon argues 
that high-profile trans cases elsewhere—e.g., that of Christine 
Jorgensen in the U.S.—worked against Forbes by creating the 
transphobia that would later make it excruciatingly difficult for 
him to prove he was the next in line to the family baronetcy in 
1966. Part of what makes this book so admirable is Playdon’s 
own dedication to the project. Forbes left no personal docu-
ments behind, forcing the author to rely on archives, legal deci-
sions, medical literature, media coverage, and the recollections 
of those who knew Forbes best. It’s clear that there was signifi-
cant literary detective work involved. As it highlights an indi-
vidual story that proved pivotal in the fight for contemporary 
trans rights, Playdon’s biography also adds to the growing body 
of literature about trans history.

A thoughtful and well-researched historical excavation of 
an important chapter in the fight for trans rights.

UNPROTECTED
A Memoir
Porter, Billy
Abrams (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-4197-4619-2  

Debut memoir from the celebrated 
actor and singer, who has won Emmy, 
Grammy, and Tony Awards.

Growing up in the 1970s in the Hill 
District of Pittsburgh, which had “been a 
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center of Black life in Pittsburgh for more than a century,” Porter 
felt like “an outcast” and was mercilessly bullied. Although rec-
ognized for his “clear and open-throated gospel boy soprano” in 
the Friendship Baptist Church Choir, “every time I showed up 
at church, the sermon would turn to the abomination of homo-
sexual activity, of men lying with men. There was no apparent 
reason for this topic to surface so relentlessly. I couldn’t help 
feeling that somehow they knew about me.” He also suffered 
sexual abuse by his stepfather twice a week for five years. How-
ever, blessed with a powerful voice, flair for auditioning, and 
relentless work ethic, Porter worked his way to the very pin-
nacles of his profession. He won Best Actor in a Musical for his 
role in Kinky Boots in addition to an Emmy and Golden Globe 
nomination for Best Lead Actor in a Drama Series for his work 
on the TV show Pose. Porter doesn’t conceal his many struggles 
along the way, including bankruptcy and living with diabetes 
and HIV. He focuses more on his triumphs, such as his sensa-
tional appearance as red carpet co-host at the 2019 Academy 
Awards or his entrance to the 2019 Met Gala, when he arrived 
on a litter carried by six shirtless men in a “Sun God” ensem-
ble that included “a bejeweled catsuit outfitted with 10-foot 
wings [and] a 24-karat gold headpiece.” Throughout, the author 
intersperses italicized passages that explore present-day issues, 
including the pandemic, but these attempts at timeliness are 
upstaged by his remarkable life story. Porter’s passionate sup-
port for music and art programs in public schools, as well as gay 
rights activism, are clear, but his first duty has always been to his 
work. “Your service is leaning into your truth,” he advises, “your 
queerness, your authenticity.”

Overcoming racism, homophobia, bullying, and abuse, a 
theatrical star is born.

MY BODY
Ratajkowski, Emily
Metropolitan/Henry Holt (256 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-250-81786-0  

The international model embarks on 
a nuanced investigation of her body and 
identity.

Ratajkowski’s exploration of fame, 
self-identity, and what it means to be a 

“beautiful” woman is surprisingly engag-
ing. Originally thrust into the spotlight in 2013 due to her scantily 
clad appearance in the music video for Robin Thicke’s “Blurred 
Lines,” the author eventually became known for her stances 
about beauty and sexuality and how they are commodified. Now 
that she is a wife and mother, she writes, “I feel a tenderness 
toward my younger self. My defensiveness and defiance are pal-
pable to me now. What I wrote and preached then reflected what 
I believed at the time, but it missed a much more complicated 
picture. In many ways, I have been undeniably rewarded by capi-
talizing on my sexuality….But in other, less overt ways, I’ve felt 
objectified and limited by my position in the world as a so-called 
sex symbol.” This short book includes the juicy tidbits that avid 

celebrity-memoir readers seek, and the author shares how she 
really felt about the video shoot and how the aftermath affected 
her. Beyond that, the book is a reflective coming-of-age-in-the-
industry tale, a story that is never maudlin but contains a few 
thick, murky sections. Ratajkowski attempts to break down the 
construction of her identity and sexuality in relation to the ever 
present male gaze as well as her relationships with the women in 
her life. The charm of this book lies in the author’s largely relat-
able writing, which shows the complex emotions and confusion 
of a young woman experiencing her sexual development and 
maturation into a capable adult. Admitting that the “purpose of 
the book is not to arrive at answers, but honestly to explore ideas 
I can’t help but return to,” Ratajkowski grapples directly with a 
host of thorny issues.

A refreshingly candid, fearless look into a model’s body of 
work and its impact on her identity and politics.

A LIFE OF PICASSO
The Minotaur Years: 
1933-1943
Richardson, John
Knopf (320 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-0-307-26666-8  

The final chapter of a magisterial 
biography.

It has been 30 years since Richardson (1924-2019) published 
his first volume in this grand, highly detailed, and intimate four-
volume biography of his close friend. Though this volume ends 
in 1943, Picasso would go on to create for another three decades. 
The author’s unique, extensive knowledge and insider informa-
tion about Picasso—both the man and artist—informs insight-
ful explications of the nuances and symbolism in Picasso’s 
works; his personal relationships with other artists, writers, and 
women; and his work habits. By the early 1930s, Picasso’s mar-
riage with Olga was broken, and he was deeply enmeshed with 
a new, young mistress and model, Marie-Thérèse Walter. That 
year, he created one of his finest sculptures, Woman With a 
Lamp (aka Woman With Vase), which graces his gravesite. Rich-
ardson believes that sculpture represents Picasso’s long-dead 
sister, Conchita. The artist’s 1934 Blind Minotaur “commemo-
rates Picasso’s lifelong obsession with his eyesight.” When 
the surrealists launched a new magazine, Minotaure, Picasso 
contributed an engraving of a minotaur for the magazine’s 
cover, thus securing his place within the controversial move-
ment. During lengthy divorce proceedings, he turned to poetry, 

“painting with words.” Busy juggling multiple mistresses, he set-
tled on a relationship with Dora Maar, “a striking and sophisti-
cated twenty-nine-year-old surrealistic photographer.” During 
the Spanish Civil War, Richardson notes, Picasso’s works took 
on a “potent political symbolism” that would inspire one of his 
greatest paintings, Guernica, which vividly captures his loathing 
for fascism. He had already done some pieces indicting Franco, 
but the bombing of the Basque town inspired a massive mural. 
First exhibited at the 1937 World’s Fair in Paris, “Guernica would 

“A refreshingly candid, fearless look into a model’s body of
work and its impact on her identity and politics.” 

my body



establish Picasso as the world’s most celebrated modern artist.” 
Richardson notes that Picasso’s pieces during this period reflect 
the substantial influence of Vincent van Gogh, “enthroned in 
his visual memory.” This final, lavishly illustrated volume softly 
slips away with Richardson continuing to chronicle Picasso 
obsessively creating.

A quiet, satisfying ending to a masterful accomplishment.

SUNBELT BLUES
The Failure of American 
Housing
Ross, Andrew
Metropolitan/Henry Holt (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-250-80422-8  

Unsettling look at how housing in 
America amplifies inequality downward, 
conveying privilege to corporate land-
lords and misery to the working poor.

Ross, a professor of social and cultural analysis at NYU, 
returns to the geography of an earlier book about Disney’s 
planned town Celebration, in central Florida. As Celebration 
aged into unanticipated crises, the housing in the region has 
become ever more problematic. “Variants of this affliction 
had spread all across working-class Osceola County,” he writes, 

“soon to be pinpointed as the place with the least amount of 
affordable low-income housing per capita in the entire United 
States.” The author notes how many workers in the tourism 
industry are hard-pressed to find affordable housing or are 
already homeless, living in dilapidated motels or forest encamp-
ments. He first examines the long shadow of the 2008 housing 
bubble, pointing out that while homeowners were not bailed 
out, private equity firms snapped up numerous foreclosures, 
leading to increased rents and mismanagement. Even Disney 
sold Celebration’s downtown to a venture capital firm with 

“no record of managing town centers nor any vested interest in 
maintaining the high maintenance standards set by the brand-
conscious developer.” Ross emphasizes the human cost, chroni-
cling his interactions with countless individuals barely holding 
on to shelter. The author contrasts the working-class despera-
tion of the motel district with the growth of posh short-term 
rental homes for the affluent. “The motel owners are an easy 
target,” he writes, “but it would be a mistake to think that the 
growth of vacation homes is disconnected from the housing dis-
tress further along the corridor” Although sections dealing with 
the predatory economics of the housing market can be dry, the 
author’s focus on details of place and real peoples’ lives makes 
for poignant, engaging reading, punctuating the conclusion that 

“alternatives to the market delivery model for housing are des-
perately needed.”

An important snapshot of the sorry effect of the housing 
crisis on the environment and society.

THE LOFT GENERATION 
From the de Koonings 
to Twombly: Portraits 
and Sketches, 1942-2011
Schloss, Edith
Ed. by Venturini, Mary & Burckhardt, Jacob
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (336 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-374-19008-8  

An intimate portrait of artists and 
their worlds.

From assorted notes and manuscripts, Burckhardt and 
Venturini have assembled a vibrant memoir by artist and critic 
Edith Schloss (1919-2011), Burckhardt’s mother, who lived and 
worked in New York City in the 1940s and ’50s and, after 1962, 
in Italy. Born into an affluent Jewish family in Germany, Schloss 
was sent abroad to school; by 1938, she found her way to Lon-
don and, a few years later, arrived in New York. She enrolled 
at the Art Students League and soon moved to Chelsea, where 
artists had taken over cheap, barely habitable lofts—“huge 
stages for work and for a whole new free way of living.” Her 
circle quickly expanded to include Fairfield Porter; Wil-
liam de Kooning (she was dazzled by his “absolute sunstruck 
power”); his acerbic wife, Elaine; photographer Rudy Burck-
hardt, whom Schloss later married; composers Elliott Carter 
and John Cage; poets Frank O’Hara and Kenneth Koch; and 
scores of others. At the time, most were aspiring rather than 
acclaimed artists. “In those days,” writes Schloss, “nobody 
was anybody. Friends were friends, and they brought you their 
pictures,” sometimes for criticism and encouragement, some-
times as gifts. But this splendid memoir is more than a who’s 
who of famous figures. From Edwin Denby, Schloss learned to 

“look at the quotidian, look at the world around you,” and “cel-
ebrate it the best you can.” Shrewdly observant, Schloss con-
veys in painterly prose the spirited individuals whose lives she 
shared and the worlds they inhabited: Porter’s bedroom walls, 
painted “milk blue or a raw bluey-pink”; Franz Kline, “Bogart-
like cool and melancholy”; the “fugitive” sparkle of Denby’s 
flashing eyes; and, not least, the creation of abstract art from 

“the marvelous movement of the loaded brush, the flow of 
paint on paint.” The book is generously illustrated with snap-
shots and artworks and appended with a biographical essay 
and glossary.

A captivating memoir of a life in art.
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DARK TOURIST
Essays
Sirisena, Hasanthika
Mad Creek/Ohio State Univ. Press 
(184 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Dec. 3, 2021
978-0-8142-5812-5  

In her nonfiction debut, a Sri Lankan 
American writer and artist ranges across 
a variety of topics, from disability to 
queerness to grief to war.

In several essays, Sirisena explores her relationship to her 
father, a Sri Lankan doctor who, just before surviving a stroke, 
secretly married his dead wife’s cousin—and then lied “to his 
three daughters and to both families.” Another essay revisits 
the grief she felt at her mother’s untimely death, especially 
acute because “I’m obsessed with female toughness.” In “Con-
fessions of a Dark Tourist,” the essay that lends the book its 
title, the author describes the experience of touring former 
battlefields of Sri Lanka’s decadeslong civil war. Later, Siris-
ena writes about her bisexuality (“I’ve never really located my 
sex life around an identity, and I’ve typically thought of myself 
simply as very fluid”) and her relationship with her “lazy eye.” 
The book concludes with two essays on visual art: The first is 
about South African artist William Kentridge and “his level of 
technical ability and also the breadth of his craftsmanship”; 
and the second is an epistolary essay about the concept of 
punctum as applied to the Beatle’s song “A Day in the Life.” 
Sirisena makes good use of research throughout her personal 
narratives, incorporating information about the mysterious 
Lady Windermere syndrome into a chapter about her mother’s 
illness, musing about an Elizabethan marriage that purport-
edly inspired Romeo and Juliet in a chapter about her father’s 
secret marriage, and describing a plane crash in the chapter 
about her father’s career trajectory. Several of the essays are 
formally inventive, most notably “Abecedarian for the Abey-
ance of Loss,” which is designed as a child’s beginning alphabet 
book. At its best, the book shimmers with honesty, vulnerabil-
ity, and circumspection, and the experimental essays are both 
visually and textually fascinating. Taken together, however, 
the essays lack a common thread, making the narrative feel 
disjointed at times. 

A solid collection about identity, art, disability, and grief, 
best read an essay or two per sitting.

THE FIRST 21
A Memoir
Sixx, Nikki & Feranna, Frank
Hachette (288 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-306-92370-8  

The Mötley Crüe bassist recalls his 
rough-and-tumble childhood and early 
days on the metal scene.

Early in his second memoir, follow-
ing The Heroin Diaries (2007), Sixx writes 

this about a Mötley Crüe reunion tour that was postponed due 
to the pandemic: “We were all watching our intake of proteins, 
carbs, and greens and keeping track of the calories we burned.” 
There’s no sanctimony about clean living from the founder of a 
band that exemplified its exact opposite. Rather, this earnest and 
often dark book emphasizes how hard he’s labored, sober or not, 
despite tough odds. Born in 1958 as Frank Feranna (credited as a 
co-author), he spent his childhood bouncing around the West—
California, Texas, Idaho, Washington—thanks to an absent 
father and intermittently engaged mother. His grandparents 
offered some stability, but he drifted into his teens dabbling in 
drugs and petty thievery. By his account, he had two saving graces. 
One was books, particularly Beat-aligned authors like Burroughs 
and Bukowski, whom he credits for inspiring his band’s some-
times sinister lyrics. Second, of course, was music. The book’s 
liveliest portions follow Sixx in LA early in his career, largely 
because his story is one of constant bungling and near misses: 
musicians treating his early band London like a revolving door, 
drug-addicted promoters stiffing him for payment, getting on 
James Caan’s bad side during a thankless pool-cleaning gig. Sixx 
is never more than a workmanlike writer, and dishier stories fill 
Mötley Crüe 2001 group bio, The Dirt. But Sixx ably explores 
how his hand-to-mouth upbringing made him hungry to see his 
rock-band dreams come to fruition. Proof of his commitment 
comes at the end of the narrative, when he formally changes his 
name to Sixx, merging his identity with his stage persona.

Fans-only reading, but with some thoughtful glimpses 
into the backstory of a very determined musician.

LED ZEPPELIN
The Biography
Spitz, Bob
Penguin Press (688 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-399-56242-6  

A doorstop biography befitting the 
premier rock band of the 1970s.

For those who haven’t read any of the 
numerous books on Led Zeppelin, rest 
assured that Spitz has—the extensive 

bibliography and voluminous footnotes prove it. The author is 
skillful at conjuring scenes from the past and doing his best to get 
inside the heads of people he hasn’t met (no one in the band and 

“Fans-only reading, but with some thoughtful glimpses
into the backstory of a very determined musician.” 

the first 21



few in their inner circle consented to interviews). He also has a 
flair for interweaving quotes given to other writers into his nar-
rative, as if the speaker were talking directly to him. Spitz, who 
has written biographies of the Beatles and Bob Dylan, writes 
with oracular authority—“The blues had laid the groundwork 
for a musical upheaval that would draw on innovation, technol-
ogy, and volume, incredible volume. [Jimmy] Page had a cleareyed 
idea about the blues; to him, it functioned as a springboard to 
something bigger and more dynamic. And he knew exactly where 
he was taking it”—and his passion for the music is clear. However, 
the long slog of the narrative ultimately proves as exhausting as it 
is exhaustive, like sitting through an endless John Bonham drum 
solo that shows no signs of ending. The author diligently chron-
icles the procession of albums, tours, groupies, alcohol, drugs, 
and infighting, and it all becomes too much. Rather than empha-
sizing the sleazy aspects of the band’s history, he treats them as 
matters of fact, yet readers know that none of it would end well. 
Little of the information in this book is new, and Spitz’s dedi-
cated research fails to provide much fresh illumination of well-
tread ground. Of course, Zeppelin die-hards (of which there are 
millions worldwide) will be interested, as will devotees of 1970s 
rock and all the excess that came along with it.

The song remains the same, making this one for the fans.

YEAR OF THE HAWK
America’s Descent Into 
Vietnam, 1965
Warren, James A.
Scribner (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-982122-94-2  

A close look at the origins and esca-
lation of America’s involvement in 
Vietnam.

Military historian and foreign policy 
analyst Warren begins with a brief overview of U.S. society in 
1965, followed by a synopsis of Vietnamese history up to the 
point when the French were expelled by Indigenous rebels. 
While the U.S. had some presence in the country under the 
Eisenhower administration, officials in the Kennedy adminis-
tration believed that America needed to support South Viet-
nam’s government against what appeared to be a communist 
threat. In 1964, Lyndon Johnson ran a campaign centered on 
a pledge not to send American troops to Vietnam, but only a 
year later, he reversed course and began the escalation. Warren 
explores the politics and military decisions on both sides of 
the conflict, providing insight into the North Vietnamese view 
of the struggle along with numerous American misreadings of 
the situation—especially the failure to recognize that the pri-
mary enemy was not North Vietnam but the ordinary people 
of South Vietnam who were engaged in a civil war against their 
corrupt and uncaring government. The author also provides 
detailed descriptions of several key battles during the period 
he covers, notably the Battle of Ia Drang Valley, a “ferocious 
encounter between the US Army’s elite 1st Cavalry Division 

and the regular army of North Vietnam in the remote jungles 
of the Central Highlands.” That battle brought home to many 
Americans just how serious the war was going to be. Along 
the way, Warren offers illuminating profiles of participants on 
both sides, including future Gen. Norman Schwarzkopf and 
Vietnamese Gen. Vo Nguyen Giap. For those old enough to 
remember the war, much of the book will offer painful, pointed 
reminders of what went wrong at a key point in American his-
tory. As a focused study of a pivotal year, this book is a welcome 
addition to the literature on a misguided war.

A well-researched overview of how America got into Viet-
nam—and why it shouldn’t have.

GREEDY
Notes From a Bisexual Who 
Wants Too Much
Winston, Jen
Atria (336 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-982179-17-5  

Winston looks to her own life and 
love experiences and finds “bi erasure,” 
invisibility, and biphobia.

When the author came out as bisex-
ual, she thought “no one would care.” She soon discovered that 
lesbians “tend to carry their bias quietly, losing interest espe-
cially fast” on dating apps, and that others assume bisexuality 
is a “gateway identity.” However, for Winston, her bi identity 
is vital, “a lens through which to reimagine our world.” She 
recounts her dating life with plenty of self-deprecating humor 
and many knowing references to both pop culture and queer 
theory. Her lack of shame around kinky sex is refreshing, as in 
her account of learning shibari, the Japanese art of bondage, 
and content warnings at the start of two chapters flag instances 
of substance abuse, sexual assault, and police brutality. Winston 
dissects a “girl crush” in clinical terminology, determining if it’s 
malignant or benign, and she describes how gay dance clubs 
offer her “worship, safety and refuge,” as churches do for oth-
ers. She questions if she’s attracted to women because of the 
male gaze or in spite of it: Do her sexual impulses stem from 

“lust, objectification, a sense of sisterhood, or all three”? At 30 
years old, writes the author, “I needed to label my sexuality—if 
I didn’t explicitly name my queerness, it seemed too slippery.” 
Queer love stories are the best, she decides, because queer peo-
ple are “forced to self-determine.” Near the end of the book, she 
describes finding true love in the form of a “queer, trans/nonbi-
nary person who takes a low dose of testosterone.” Queer sex 
is “worth the hype,” she writes. Winston considers gender to be 
confining—“It feels like quarantine”—and above all, her story is 
about love that is “rooted in radical, asymmetrical truth.”

A well-reasoned and entertaining affirmation of gender 
fluidity.

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1  o c t o b e r  2 0 2 1   |   6 7

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



6 8   |   1  o c t o b e r  2 0 2 1   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

MISEDUCATION
How Climate Change Is 
Taught in America
Worth, Katie
Columbia Global Reports (150 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-73591-364-3  

A damning report on the state of sci-
ence education in America, especially 
regarding climate change.

As background for her concise and 
rigorous analysis of climate education, Frontline investigative 
journalist Worth developed a nationwide, state-by-state data-
base and reviewed dozens of textbooks. As she notes, there are 
roughly 50 million children enrolled in 100,000 public schools 
across the country, taught by 3 million teachers—and there are 
no national standards. The result, not surprisingly, is a sharp 
red-blue divide. The red side is bolstered by ample investments 
from fossil fuel producers and strict controls from conservative 
activists, and red states, notably Texas, are fitted with textbooks 
that cast doubt about the concept of human-caused climate 
change. Overall, Worth writes, “classrooms have emerged as a 
battleground in the American political war over climate change 
because what kids learn about climate change now will directly 
impact the speed and ambition of action taken for decades to 
come.” It stands to reason that in the red states, that action 
will be nonexistent. Worth writes of an AP science teacher in 
Oklahoma who refuses to teach anthropogenic climate change 
because her family is in the oil and gas business—were she to 
want to teach it in the first place, since many districts and states 
forbid its inclusion in the curriculum. The divide widens: As 
Worth notes, “we know that as lawmakers in some red states 
have worked to shrink what their children learn about climate 
change, lawmakers in some blue states have worked to expand 
them.” It may depress some readers to hear of this “crude two-
tier system” as well as to learn of the author’s investigations 
into textbook publishing and reviewing, with editors rewriting 
commissioned science pieces to fit political formulas. “These 
patterns are no accident of history,” Worth concludes. “Rather, 
they are the product of successful disinformation campaigns, 
animated not by science but by ideology.”

More solid evidence of the politicization of everything, 
including the truth.

“More solid evidence of the politicization of 
everything, including the truth.” 

miseducation
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THE LONGEST
LETSGOBOY
Wilder, Derick
Illus. by Chien, Cátia
Chronicle Books (48 pp.)
$16.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-4521-7716-8

VACANCY
Alexander, K.R.
Scholastic (224 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-338-70215-6  

Does anyone who volunteers to 
spend a night in a derelict haunted hotel 
on a dare deserve what they get?

“The hotel is hungry. And we aren’t 
leaving here until it’s fed.” In what reads 
like a determined effort to check off 

every trope of the genre, Alexander sends new arrival Jasmine, 
along with two friends and several dozen other classmates, to 
the long-abandoned Carlisle Hotel for the annual seventh grade 
Dare—touching off a night of terror presided over by the leer-
ing, autocratic Grand Dame and complete with sudden gusts 
and blackouts, spectral visions, evil reflections in mirrors, skel-
etons, a giant spider, gravity reversals, tides of oily black sludge 
sucking screaming middle schoolers down the drain, and so 
much more. (No gore, though, aside from a few perfunctory 
drops of blood from one small scratch.) The author saves a twist 
for the end, and as inducement to read alone or aloud in the 
dark by flashlight, both his language and the typography crank 
up the melodrama: “He walks toward us, past the mirror, and I 
see it— / a pale white face in the reflection, / a gaunt, skeletal 
grimace, / with sharpened teeth / and hollow black eyes, staring 
at him / with its mouth / wide / open / in a scream….” Jasmine 
presents White; her closest friends are Rohan, whose name cues 
him as South Asian, and Mira, who has dark skin. 

Light on gore and corpses; otherwise a full-bore, uncom-
plicated shriekfest. (Horror. 10-13)

THUNDER AND THE 
NOISE STORMS
Ansloos, Jeffrey & Ansloos, Shezza
Illus. by Pawis-Steckley, Joshua Mangeshig
Annick Press (36 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-77321-558-7  

There is noise, and there are noise storms. Thunder knows 
the difference.

On the bus and at school, the racket makes this Indigenous 
grade schooler grumpy. Recess is the worst. Thunder only 
wants to be alone. He “hid[es] in the play structure, covering 
[his] ears.” His grandfather understands. As a child, Mosom 



7 0   |   1  o c t o b e r  2 0 2 1   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

Each year, the late summer brings 
the culmination of over nine months 
of diligent reading by our Kirkus crit-
ic and bookseller or librarian judg-
es. As young readers’ editors, Vicky 
Smith and I have been busily trying 
to keep up with them, enjoying div-
ing into the wealth of eligible titles: 
books published between Oct. 1, 
2020, and Sept. 30, 2021, that have 
received a Kirkus star. Now, librarian 

Chrystal Carr Jeter and critic Amy Robinson have selected 
the six finalist titles, two each in the categories of picture 
books, middle grade, and YA. Next month I will join them, 
along with author judge Naomi Shihab Nye, a multiaward-
winning poet and the current Young People’s Poet Laureate, 
to select one winner. The Kirkus Prize offers an opportuni-
ty to honor a slate of titles representing a sampling of some 
of the best literature for young people.
Picture Books

Your Mama by NoNieqa Ramos, 
illustrated by Jacqueline Alcán-
tara (Versify/HarperCollins): This 
lively and joyous picture book up-
lifts children who rarely get to see 
their families celebrated in print, 
flips the script some have absorbed, 
and reflects children’s rose-tinted 
perceptions of beloved adults. It 
includes all the wit and wordplay of “yo’ mama” jokes but 
with an empowering twist as it follows a Latina mother and 
daughter through the ups and downs of daily life.

Unspeakable: The Tulsa Race Mas-
sacre by Carole Boston Weatherford, 
illustrated by Floyd Cooper (Carol-
rhoda): This stirring picture book is 
a tribute to “Black Wall Street,” the 
prosperous neighborhood of Green-
wood in Tulsa, Oklahoma, destroyed 
in 1921 by a violent White mob. Au-
thor Weatherford and late illustrator 
Cooper, whose grandfather survived 
the massacre, combined their prodi-

gious talents in this stirring work that eloquently portrays the 
community and its subsequent devastation.
Middle Grade

Legacy: Women Poets of the Harlem Renaissance by Nikki 
Grimes, illustrated by multiple artists (Bloomsbury): Pro-
lific, celebrated poet Grimes is joined by 19 talented Black 

women artists in this compilation that 
presents the work of Harlem Renais-
sance women poets alongside poetic 
responses to their writing in the gold-
en shovel form. This versatile, inspir-
ing collection is a feast for the senses 
that will appeal equally to casual read-
ers and educators.

All Thirteen: The Incredible Cave 
Rescue of the Thai Boys’ Soccer Team by 

Christina Soontornvat (Candlewick): 
In 2018, the world was riveted by the 
unfolding drama of 12 soccer play-
ers and their young coach who were 
trapped underground in a flooded 
cave in northern Thailand. Soontorn-
vat presents a gripping, comprehen-
sive, extensively researched, and cul-
turally informed work that informs 
readers on a tremendous range of 
topics while never losing sight of the 

thrilling central narrative.
Young Adult

The Surprising Power of a Good 
Dumpling by Wai Chim (Scholastic): 
Chinese Australian teen Anna Chiu 
is juggling a lot. Her immigrant par-
ents’ restaurant is struggling, and her 
hardworking father is often absent. 
Her mother’s untreated mental illness 
wreaks havoc at home, leaving Anna 
to parent her younger siblings as well 
as keep up with her schoolwork. This 
is an honest, devastating, nuanced 
look at a family in crisis.

The Life I’m In by Sharon G. Flake 
(Scholastic): This stand-alone compan-
ion to Flake’s award-winning The Skin 
I’m In (1998) follows Char, a frustrating-
ly impulsive yet achingly sympathetic 
16-year-old. While traveling by bus to 
Alabama to live with her grandparents, 
Char takes on responsibility for a fel-
low teen’s baby and falls prey to a sex 
trafficker. This powerful novel is so-
phisticated in its treatment of a critical 
issue and the path to healing.

Laura Simeon is a young readers’ editor.

YOUNG READERS’ LITERATURE  |  Laura Simeon

The 2021 Kirkus Prize Finalists 
in Young Readers’ Literature
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had felt this way once. Mosom explains to Thunder how “his 
father taught him a special word to help with the noise storms”: 
mamaskasitawew, or “to listen with wonder.” Thunder tries to 
listen for the quiet things, but when he doesn’t hear anything 
but the squeaky swingset, he is frustrated. “Thunder, Thunder, 
listen with wonder,” Mosom says. Thunder closes his eyes and 
concentrates, finally hearing the breeze. “The windsong made 
me happy,” he tells readers. He hears leaves rustling, squirrels 
chattering, birds flapping their wings, and sweetgrass whisper-
ing. Thunder hears the sound of his heart: “Badoom, badoom, 
badoom.” Thanks to Mosom’s lesson in mamaskasitawew, 
Thunder knows that now whenever he feels overwhelmed, “I 
could still listen to my heart.” Bold art by Anishinaabe illustra-
tor Pawis-Steckley in Woodland style gives weight to Thunder’s 
feelings and the importance of the Cree authors’ story. It’s never 
stated, but readers may well recognize in Thunder’s noise sen-
sitivity a child on the spectrum. Both authors are educators as 
well, and Jeffrey Ansloos is also a psychologist.

Thunder’s story may help many young readers with their 
own noise storms. (Picture book. 4-7)

FLY GUY & FLY GIRL
Friendly Frenzy
Arnold, Tedd
Illus. by the author
Cartwheel/Scholastic (32 pp.) 
$6.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-338-54925-6 
Series: Fly Guy 

It looks like curtainzzz for Fly Guy 
and Fly Girl when their pet humans’ new 
friend comes with a lizard.

New arrival Carlos’ small green pet, Annie, seems harm-
less enough—cute, even—but “LIZ-Z-ZARD!” and “EATZ 
FLYZZ!” explain terrified Fly Guy and Fly Girl to readers who 
might not be in the know. It seems that Carlos isn’t in the know 
either, as he explains to Buzz and Liz that their buzzy compan-
ions aren’t in danger because he feeds Annie on maggots. Uh oh. 
Even as horrified Buzz and Liz fill Carlos in on what maggots 
are, a brisk chase is underway elsewhere with slapstick worthy 
of Looney Tunes. The flies put up a stout defense against their 
pursuer, zipping out of her way and lifting her by the tail from 
a branch before letting her fall with a comical splat. They have 
a final face-off in a can full of rotting garbage. Happily, Annie 
turns out to be fonder of soggy fries than flies, and by the end 
prey and predator have become “friendzzies!” In the cartoon 
illustrations Fly Girl is pink and has a bow fastened to one 
antenna, but Annie shows no such gendered markers, and all 
three children have the same slightly toned light skin.

Not a reliable guide to pet care (or, for that matter, friend-
ship)—but a typically buzzy series outing nonetheless. (Early 
reader. 5-7)

THE NIGHTSILVER PROMISE
Avery, Annaliese
Scholastic (288 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-338-75446-9 
Series: Celestial Mechanism Cycle, 1 

A girl with not enough destiny and 
her brother, who has too much, must res-
cue their mother.

In an alternate London, Mechanist 
priests preach from the Blueprints about 

how the Chief Designer “forged the looping golden tracks of 
the Celestial Mechanism” that tell people’s fates. Thirteen-
year-old Paisley Fitzwilliam finally learns her stars’ track—and 
discovers that she’ll die before she’s 14. Meanwhile, Dax, her 
younger brother, who is publicly perceived as disabled, actu-
ally wears his uncomfortable leg brace to hide the fact that he is 
Dragon Touched. The Dragon Touched (the others are girls) all 
have dragon scales somewhere on their bodies. They are feared 
and hunted thanks to the prophecy about a male Dragon Lord 
who will bring back the Great Dragons. After the kids’ scien-
tist mother performs a seemingly impossible experiment that 
shakes society’s foundations, she meets with an accident—but 
Paisley and Dax learn she’s not dead and that it was no acci-
dent. Teaming up with their mother’s apprentice, they set out 
to save her. In an alternate viewpoint, thief Roach serves the 
villainous Dark Dragon, showing readers what the heroes are up 
against and why. The characterization runs shallow, with didac-
ticism from heroes and villains alike delivered in expository 
monologues, and the climax relies upon an underbaked deus ex 
machina. Most characters default to White; uncomfortably, the 
sole explicitly brown-skinned character calls Dax her master 
and pledges to give up her life for him.

A promising concept that fails to deliver. (Fantasy. 8-12)

JAKE AND AVA
A Boy and a Fish
Balcombe, Jonathan
Illus. by Evans, Rebecca
Gryphon Press (24 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-940719-46-0  

A tale of two youngsters told with 
alternating human and fish points of view.

Balcombe’s insightful juxtaposition of two youthful expe-
riences wades through an emotional journey of learning and 
compassion. At each turn, Balcombe’s approach compares the 
naïve assumptions of a young boy named Jake and a juvenile 
fish named Ava, finding opportunities to recognize similari-
ties across diverse perspectives as their storylines converge and 
paths prepare to cross. Jake’s outing with his grandfather begins 
as his first fishing trip and a meaningful time for learning with 
an elder. That morning finds the young fish Ava also setting off, 
to catch insects with her uncle, and learning the techniques and 
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hot spots just as Jake learns from Grandpa. When Jake worries 
about how the worm may feel, readers get a hint as to what may 
be on the horizon for Ava. The grandfather and child in the 
story both appear White, with no noted ethnic or racial identi-
ties. Evans’ richly hued watercolors evoke fluid movement and 
a vibrant natural landscape filled with wildlife. The expressive 
features bring these lives into focus, building to a sequence with 
Ava first vividly centered and then pulled into tension with Jake; 
a picture of a sorrowful Jake gazing at an equally distressed Ava, 
hanging from the hook across the gutter, says it all. Illustrations 
and story harmonize well, highlighting vulnerability and the 
importance of compassion, and an informative endnote quells 
concern over anthropomorphic storytelling. 

A sensitive topic swum with mindful strokes. (Picture book. 
3-8)

LION LULLABY
Banks, Kate
Illus. by Tobia, Lauren
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Dec. 21, 2021
978-1-5362-0982-2  

Night approaches, and lion cubs 
head for home.

With the “moon ripe and round,” 10 little lions hear “eve-
ning’s sounds” and know it’s time to “run along home.” Along 
the way, one watches a monkey “bouncing a babe on its knee.” 
Two see a cobra wave its tail and hear zebras bray and a tree frog 
peep. Three little lions sprint across sand dunes, four inspect a 
honeybee nest, five splash across a stream, and six peek at ele-
phants tramping along and wildebeests running. On their way 
home, seven are caught in the rain, and eight tired little lions 
stop to rest, stretch, and purr. Home at last, nine little lions 
are ready for bed, and finally all 10 listen to “evening’s lullaby,” 
snuggle up, and sleep “cuddled by night.” Relying on repetition 
and rhyme, the text generates a gentle, soporific cadence as the 
little lions progress homeward, distracted by evening sights and 
sounds along the way. The painterly, realistic illustrations cre-
ate the feel of approaching night, transitioning gradually from 
golds, browns, and greens to dreamy mauves, violets, and grays. 
Opening with a scene of 10 fuzzy, engaging cubs together, the 
double-page spreads track their progress from different per-
spectives and in ascending numerical groups across a stream, 
over sand dunes, atop tree branches, and beneath leaves until 
all 10 reunite with their mother under the “moon’s wide eye.” 

Ideal bedtime read-aloud. (Picture book. 2-5)

THE SWAG IS IN THE SOCKS
Baptist, Kelly J.
Crown (240 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-593-38086-4  

Seventh grader Xavier Moon is on 
the cusp of greatness; he just needs to fig-
ure out what that looks like for him.

Getting into the Scepter League, an 
exclusive, long-running club for boys at 
his school that his grandfather, great-

uncle, and father belonged to, has always been a goal for Xavier, 
who has preferred more of a background role partly due to his 
braces and stutter. But with his father (and mother) in prison 
and his grandfather no longer alive, Xavier tries to follow in the 
footsteps of his jazz-playing, slick-talking, always-on-the-road, 
and seemingly magical great-uncle Frankie Bell, especially after 
the socks start arriving. The socks Frankie Bell gifts him—
accompanied by cryptic letters of encouragement—become a 
way to set himself apart from the crowd, imbued with healthy 
amounts of both luck and swag. Despite garnering positive 
attention, the stylish socks aren’t enough to warrant an invita-
tion into the Scepter League just yet. Xavier is initially discour-
aged because, as Baptist thoughtfully makes clear, it’s never 
really about the socks or the club or the girls but rather about 
his finding his own thing. Twelve is an important yet challenging 
time—and with his parents only available via occasional phone 
calls, it’s even harder for Xavier, who recognizes that his stut-
tering got worse when they left. Still, the socks are an excellent 
jumping-off point to self-discovery and facing challenges yet to 
come. Main characters are Black.

A deeply funny and relatable story of growth. (Fiction. 8-12)

BEI BEI GOES HOME 
A Panda Story
Bardoe, Cheryl
Candlewick Entertainment (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-5362-1763-6  

In the Smithsonian National Zoo in 
Washington, D.C., a panda cub grows up.

Bardoe documents the early life of Bei Bei, one of the 
National Zoo’s most recent panda cubs, from a tiny ultrasound 
shadow in his mother’s womb to a bamboo grove in a Con-
servation and Research Center in Sichuan, China. Liberally 
illustrated with Smithsonian Institution images, this photobi-
ography takes a close-up, intimate look at a panda in captivity. 
Like pandas in zoos all over the world, those born in Washing-
ton are officially Chinese; at the age of 4, they return to China to 
be part of an effort to promote panda recovery in the wild there. 
In the meantime, these charismatic animals draw flocks of visi-
tors, in person and online. Bardoe’s thoughtfully crafted presen-
tation chronicles important events in Bei Bei’s first four years 
with a headline and one to two paragraphs of text alongside a 
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column of panda facts. Opposite each page of text is a page of 
photos (or, sometimes, a single, full-bleed image) with informa-
tive captions. The straightforward text is sprinkled with images 
as well. The pictures and information are well chosen for child 
appeal. The result is a title that will probably have considerable 
charm even to nonreaders. Final pages discuss pandas in the 
wild, their attraction for humans, and ways readers can help. 

Definitely deserves a spot, even on a well-stocked panda 
shelf. (Nonfiction. 6-9)

WHAT IS LOVE?
Barnett, Mac
Illus. by Ellis, Carson
Chronicle Books (44 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-4521-7640-6  

A boy leaves home to find the answer 
to the age-old question, “What is love?”

In this homey parable told in first 
person, an unnamed narrator asks his grandmother what love 
is, but instead of answering, she encourages him to go out into 
the world to find the answer. What follows is an episodic meet-
ing of characters incorporating a bracketed refrain. “What is 
love?” the boy asks each character he meets. Each one then lik-
ens love to something that is meaningful to their life: The fish-
erman believes that love is a fish, the actor insists that love is 
applause, the carpenter thinks it is a house, and so on. However, 
the literal-minded boy is unconvinced by each character’s argu-
ments. Fish are slimy and taste bad, applause is ephemeral, and 
hammers are dangerous. The encounters all end the same way: 
“You do not understand,” each character sighs. It is not until he 
returns as a grown man back home to his grandmother that he 
finally does. Static watercolor illustrations accompany the tale, 
giving the impression of a collection of still lifes rather than an 
immersive journey. And while the simplicity works well with 
the folk feeling and dry humor of the storytelling, it may not 
be the most engaging for young readers. The lesson, however, 
is eternal. Both boy and grandmother have beige skin, the boy’s 
hair black and the grandmother’s gray; other characters met are 
racially diverse.

Not exactly groundbreaking, but still a sweet and timeless 
lesson. (Picture book. 4-8)

I’M TRYING TO LOVE GARBAGE
Barton, Bethany
Illus. by the author
Viking (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-593-20703-1  

Garbage is yummy—if you’re a 
detritivore. 

A what? You know—one of those leftovers-eaters, like a dung 
beetle. They eat poop. Eeew! Maybe a vulture or a termite is 

more your thing. No—not a scavenger afficionado? Then you’re 
definitely a fungiphile—a decomposer fan. Hey, garbage has 
to go somewhere; why not into a specialist’s innards? Garbage 
would be covering the entire planet if these bio-friends didn’t 
pick up the slack. There’s one humungous problem, though. For 
the most part, they can break down only organic material. You 
know—decaying plants, food, and…bodies! So what happens to 
the inorganic trash? That’s where people come in: We make it, 
and then we dump it. All over the place! It takes 1,000 years for 
a running shoe to decompose, and who has that kind of time? 
Barton tackles garbage with her familiar comic-book–style illus-
trations and speech bubbles. The two-way informative dialogue 
between chatty narrator and characters keeps the pace brisk, 
although it’s missing some of the signature humor for which the 
author is appreciated. Four concluding pages are dedicated to 
inorganic waste solutions, but of the “reduce, reuse, recycle” tri-
umvirate, the “reduce” element is given short shrift. And then it 
ends. Disappointingly, there is no backmatter listing resources, 
projects, and/or suggestions to reduce waste, which seems nec-
essary for this critical topic. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

“A boy leaves home to find the answer to the 
age-old question, ‘What is love?’ ”

what is love?
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Abrupt ending aside, this lively presentation on waste and 
where to put it will be much appreciated. (Informational picture 
book. 4-8)

THE ME TREE
Belote, Ashley
Illus. by the author
Penguin Workshop (32 pp.) 
$12.99  |  $4.99 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-593-38485-5
978-0-593-38482-4 paper  

A disgruntled bear searches for 
solitude. 

The cave is much too crowded; Bear 
needs to find another place to live. The 

community notice board is filled with options, but none is 
more appealing than a treehouse. A whole house in a tree? Bear 
plants a signpost out front so everyone knows that this is the 
titular “Me Tree.” But alas, Bear is not alone. There are squirrels 
munching on popcorn in the theater room, bees buzzing in the 
bedroom, and a very (very) slow sloth using the toilet. Bear bel-
lows in frustration: “I just want to be… / ALONE!” The menag-
erie of animals slumps sadly away. (Sloth even carries a note that 
reads: “I am sad.”) The text is paced for emergent readers, but 
those wanting more of a challenge can also scan the plethora 
of notes and signs found within the art. Belote’s humor shines 
in the details (the ingredients listed on the “Acorn Flakes” box, 
for example, include “dirt” and “more dirt”). Some vocabulary, 
such as potpourri, seems a bit much, but most words skim easily 
along, thrumming with Bear’s grumpiness (and eventual change 
of heart). (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Celebrates both alone time and community—each one 
makes the other sweeter. (Early reader. 5-8)

WHO WAS THE VOICE OF 
THE PEOPLE?
Cesar Chavez
Blas, Terry
Illus. by Julia, Mar
Penguin Workshop (64 pp.) 
$12.99  |  $7.99 paper  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-593-22450-2
978-0-593-22449-6 paper 
Series: Who HQ 

A look at Cesar Chavez’s role in the 
Delano grape strike highlights the fight for farm workers’ rights 
in California.

A short introductory passage peppers in facts about 
Chavez’s life: birth, childhood, influences, co-founding of the 
National Farm Workers Association. Then the story begins, 
slipping readers into an NFWA meeting where fellow organiz-
ers Roberto Bustos and Dolores Huerta muse about the current 
state of the strike—its momentum and challenges. Enter Cesar 

Chavez with a dreamer’s idea: a 300-mile march from Delano to 
Sacramento through small towns and farms “to get more farm-
workers to join their cause.” From there, it’s a quick overview 
of the preparations and the march itself, with few drawbacks 
(a run-in with an antagonistic sheriff presents a clear and con-
cise image of the movement’s adversaries) and a whole lot of 
joyous sloganeering (“¡Huelga! ¡Huelga!”), appearances of vital 
figures (including Luis Valdez in a memorable sequence), and 
celebratory triumphs (the march’s staggering growth in num-
bers). In this latest installment of the Who HQ graphic novel 
series, community strength is represented as the key to social 
change. Though this depiction of Chavez often veers into saint-
like reverence, the colorful artwork overall offers a resplendent 
portrayal of a pivotal moment in the yearslong strike. Fun char-
acterizations (a shrewd Dolores Huerta is a gem) and one-page 
interjections of background context round up a solid yet glossy 
retelling.

A loving tribute to la causa. (timeline, bibliography) 
(Graphic historical fiction. 8-12)

FULL SPEED AHEAD!
America’s First Admiral: 
David Glasgow Farragut
Borden, Louise
Calkins Creek/Boyds Mills (224 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-68437-905-7  

Discover the true story behind the 
man who coined the phrase full speed 
ahead.

James Glasgow Farragut—who went 
by Glasgow and later changed his given name to David in honor 
of his guardian, David Porter—is the man in question, the first 
admiral of the United States Navy. At the age of 10, Glasgow, a 
White boy from Tennessee whose father ran a ferry on the 
Holston River, was appointed an acting midshipman in the 
Navy by President James Madison. This biography details 
Glasgow’s voyages: sailing aboard ships in the Caribbean and 
across the Atlantic Ocean, even rounding the tip of South 
America, all while continuing to prosper in his naval career, ris-
ing through the ranks. When the Civil War began, Glasgow ded-
icated himself to protecting the Union, capturing New Orleans 
at the request of President Abraham Lincoln. Boasting maps, 
portraits, and some solid narrative verse, the book will be of 
interest to kids passionate about 19th-century naval warfare but 
possibly few others due to the tight focus. The book is a help-
ful resource for educators and librarians looking to fill out their 
Civil War collections, but there isn’t enough pizazz or excite-
ment to keep most readers from skimming the pages.

Ably describes one man’s contribution to U.S. naval his-
tory. (map, historical notes, author’s note, bibliography, pic-
ture credits) (Verse nonfiction. 10-14)
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HOW A KING PLAYS
64 Chess Tips From a Kid 
Champion
Boydell, Oliver
Random House (112 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-593-45126-7  

An 11-year-old champion offers 64 
tips for better chess playing.

Chapter by chapter, Boydell, who 
lives in New York City with his Viet-

namese mother and White English father, offers solid tactical 
advice to young players. His tips for deploying chess pieces are 
straightforward, easy to remember, span the game from begin-
ning to end, and are conveniently summarized as chapter head-
ings. They include such points as developing pieces, playing for 
the center, and putting Rooks on the seventh rank. As he notes 
in his preface, some chess concepts, such as thinking ahead and 
turning problems into solutions, can be applied to life itself. 
The author began playing chess at the age of 5 and enjoyed the 
experience of explaining his favorite game to friends and, later, 
entire classrooms of beginners. This history has served him well 
in organizing his material, presenting it in an easily understand-
able way, and including just enough repetition of ideas to make 
learning easy. Still, an occasional illustration would have been 
helpful since developing players may not yet have his facility in 
visualizing the board. Readers are expected to have some pre-
liminary knowledge, such as the movements of the pieces and 
the numbers and letters used to identify each of the 64 squares 
of a chessboard. Relevant quotations from other famous players 
support Boydell’s good suggestions.

As an extension for those looking to improve their chess 
games, this is a winner. (glossary) (Nonfiction. 8-15)

THE ANTS WHO 
COULDN’T DANCE
Brooke, Susan Rich
Illus. by Nicholls, Paul
Sunbird Books (40 pp.) 
$10.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-5037-5713-4  

Discouraged by their inability to 
dance, ants resort to what they do best.

Waiting for a picnic lunch, ants hear 
music and try to dance, but with three sticky left feet (why 
their right feet are not sticky is never explained), they can’t 
swing, shimmy, shrug, or even dance the jitterbug. Toting pic-
nic remains in a long, straight line, the ants encounter a squirrel 
shaking her tail. The ants ask the squirrel to teach them dance 
moves, but they can’t shake, twist, or twirl. Marching along and 
building a bridge across a puddle, the ants meet a beaver wav-
ing its paws. They ask the beaver for some dance tips, but they 
can’t clap, tap, or jig. Marching into the woods and digging an 
anthill, the ants encounter a bird with flapping feathers. They 

ask the bird for guidance, but they can’t dip, flip, or fly. They 
are ready to abandon their dancing dream until one ant suggests 
they dance as a team. The jaunty, rhyming text creates forward 
momentum, echoing the relentless ant procession across the 
pages in lines. Rendered in brilliant hues, the comic illustra-
tions track the bug-eyed, blue ants in their striped turtlenecks 
from ground-level close-ups to aerial views of them line dancing 
in formation. Their hilarious facial expressions capture frustra-
tions and angst when they can’t seem to dance and sheer joy 
when they precision perform like Rockettes. 

Perky tale of perseverance and problem-solving. (Picture 
book. 3-7)

“Perky tale of perseverance and problem-solving.”
the ants who couldn’t dance
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In 2017, cartoonist Damian Alexander posted 
a comic strip on his Tumblr about how, for a school 
assignment when he was a kid, he’d wanted to write 
about Roald Dahl’s Matilda as a character he looked 
up to. The class laughed at him, and the teacher re-
sponded, “What about a boy character like Superman, 
Indiana Jones, or Luke Sykwalker?” The comic went 
on to question why these rigid gender boundaries are 
forced on children, reinforcing the message that girls 
are not worth looking up to—especially if you’re a boy.

The success of that comic led to Other Boys (First 
Second, Sept. 28), a graphic memoir of Alexander’s 
middle school years, during which he was also com-
ing to terms with the facts of his mother’s death—she 

had been murdered by his father, and Damian and his 
brother are now being raised by their grandparents. 
Acutely aware of being different, Damian decides to 
start seventh grade at a new school by simply not talk-
ing. Our starred review calls the book a “sweet, touch-
ing, and at-times scary memoir of grief and loss and 
coming out (mostly to himself).”

We spoke about the book with Alexander, 29, over 
Zoom from his home in Portland, Oregon. The con-
versation has been edited for length and clarity.

I understand that Other Boys began as a webcomic 
that went viral. What’s the backstory?
I started doing little “Peanuts”-style comic strips 
about my childhood. And the one that went viral was 
about [how], when I was a kid, I really looked up to 
leading girl protagonists in Kiki’s Delivery Service, Mu-
lan, The Wizard of Oz, and Matilda. My teacher was 
like, “Why don’t you pick a boy character?” But the 
girls in my class were allowed to pick boy characters. 
I thought it was really weird that she did that. I drew 
the comic while I was on the bus to grad school for 
my children’s literature program. When it went viral, I 
was a little upset because it’s not my best artwork. But 
I found that a lot of people connected with it—[boys 
who] liked Powerpuff Girls or My Little Pony growing 
up or idolized the pink Power Ranger, and people 
told them that they shouldn’t. There were also a lot of 
moms [saying], “My son likes Elsa from Frozen, or Bar-
bie, and they’re swayed not to do that.” It’s OK for a 
girl to dress as Spider-Man, but if a boy was dressed as 
Wonder Woman, we’re like, “Oh no, you can’t do that.” 
Like, don’t look up to women, which is a really weird mes-
sage. In a subtle way we enforce an anti-feminist thing 
in children really early on.

Why did you decide to tell your story in the form of a 
graphic memoir?

Dam
ian Alexander

WORDS WITH…

Damian Alexander
How a webcomic went viral and led to Other Boys, a graphic memoir 
about the author’s middle school years
BY TOM BEER
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At one point, when I was [an] undergraduate, I thought 
about writing a memoir, a grown-up memoir, because 
I was really into literature. And then I started to find 
that I really liked graphic novels. I was reading a lot of 
them—I had stumbled upon Raina Telgemeier’s books, 
and I thought they were fun. They’re for children, but 
they’re nostalgic, and they were talking about things 
that I had experienced as a kid in a time period that 
I was familiar with. Then I came across [Cece Bell’s] 
El Deafo, about a girl dealing with being deaf in the 
’70s, and it triggered a memory of when I was really 
young. In high school I read Persepolis [Marjane Sa-
trapi’s graphic novel about growing up in Iran during 
the Islamic Revolution], and I really liked it. It’s a seri-
ous topic, but it was captured in a humorous way with 
a kid’s perspective. I decided that if I enjoyed these 
books, maybe I should work on one similar to that. 

You capture the bullying and the social dynamics of 
middle school so well. And for you, it wasn’t just be-
ing gay—there were many things that marked you as 
different and made you a target.
I was thinking about how [in] a lot of books, especial-
ly fiction books, the main character has the one trait 
that makes them different. But I was thinking about 
how, as a kid, I was overwhelmed by how many things 
I was insecure about. I didn’t want people to know 
about my mom being dead. I also didn’t want them to 
know about how she died. I didn’t want them to know 
I was in some remedial classes; when I was growing up, 
kids used a lot of ableist slurs, and I didn’t want kids to 
think that I was “special needs.” I was scared of people 
realizing that I was girly, or effeminate. I was afraid of 
kids finding out that I was gay. And also poor. So I just 
kind of stopped talking—because if I didn’t tell them 
anything, they wouldn’t have anything to make fun of. 

One person who really made a difference in your life, 
and helped you to handle it all, was a therapist.
Honestly, I think most people should be seeing a ther-
apist. We need to put more effort into people’s mental 
health, especially kids in middle school, who are deal-
ing with a lot of feelings and are really overwhelmed 
by these feelings. Even kids that don’t have something 
really big, they’re going through something. I honest-
ly think that every kid feels stupid and ugly. Even the 
cool, popular kids are feeling that way, which is often 
why they’re mean to other kids. Therapists are just 
good because it’s an impartial person. I guess it’s just 
having an outside person to talk to.

In the past few years there’s been much more public 
discussion about trans issues and gender identity in 
general. Do you think that conversation is making it 
easier for kids today?
There’s terminology and words to put to things. 
Younger kids [today] know what gay means. I didn’t 
even know what that was when I was in fifth and sixth 
grade. It took me the longest time to put the pieces 
together when I was in middle school, that this was an 
option in life. Kids [today] have the option to be non-
binary, where that wasn’t a thing for me either. I think 
if Other Boys was taking place now, little me probably 
would have been a lot different and more open about 
things, probably earlier. And it wouldn’t have been as 
difficult of a thing to go through, at least from the per-
spective I get from people online. Though, to be fair, 
I do have a little cousin who was called homophobic 
slurs at the mall and someone threw a spray can at her. 
So there’s still bullying going on. And that’s in a liber-
al Massachusetts town. Sometimes the internet paints 
this picture where things are better now for kids—and 
they are better, but they’re not perfect. 

Other Boys received a starred review in the Sept. 1, 2021, 
issue. y
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GUSSY
Cajoleas, Jimmy
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-06-300877-9  

A girl must protect her town from 
threats both external and within. 

Gussy, short for Gustavina, has been 
raised by Grandpa Widow to take up his 
mantle of Protector of their desert vil-

lage. This means being able to precisely perform all of the Rites 
that keep the Great Doom that lurks outside the village at bay. 
When Grandpa Widow is summoned away, Gussy’s left to be 
sole Protector. The first night, she breaks the most important 
rule, opening the gate at night to save the life of a strange girl 
trapped in a storm. Gussy has to keep mysterious Angeline a 
secret while also holding her town together and trying to live up 
to the responsibility with which she’s been burdened. Worse, it 
seems like someone is sabotaging the Rites, increasing the risk 
from the Great Doom that is always waiting for a chance to slip 
in. Gussy must figure out who to team up with and who isn’t 
trustworthy if she’s to defend the town. The threats get increas-
ingly dangerous until all players show their cards and there’s a 
full reckoning of old lies and debts coming due. The magical, 
Old West–flavored setting stands out, and Gussy’s folksy voice 
matches it well. A few surnames imply diverse ethnicities; most 
primary characters seem to default to White.

Offers a distinctive setting, a creepy magical threat, and a 
whole lot of heart. (Fantasy. 8-12)

TIME HEIST
Cody, Matthew
Illus. by Thomas, Chad with Wucinich, 
Warren
Andrews McMeel Publishing (160 pp.) 
$13.99  |  $9.99 paper  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-5248-6808-6
978-1-5248-6758-4 paper 
Series: Cat Ninja, 2 

A barrage of baddies comes for Cat 
Ninja.

Mild-mannered Claude the cat lives with Leon and Marcie 
Kwon and their mother; but when the city is threatened, Claude 
becomes Cat Ninja! (Only the kids know his secret.) Aided by 
former criminal mastermind Mr. Squeak (once known as Mas-
ter Hamster), Cat Ninja fights the mind-controlling King Crab. 
Things get complicated with the hatching of Hoot, a super-
strong owlet that Leon brought home from school as an egg (he 
thought it was a chicken egg). With Hoot’s help, Cat Ninja bests 
Electric Eel, Mecha Mechano, and Rhino Blasty, but the thing 
about this new wave of villains is that they only seem to be inter-
ested in attacking Cat Ninja. Apparently there is a bounty on his 
head. When Hoot’s father, Chronowl, arrives from the year 3021 

they find out who is behind the attacks, their true target…and 
that all the world is at stake. This second collection of Cat Ninja 
digital comics (Nos. 6 through 10) is, if anything, more fun than 
the first. Bright, action-stuffed panels drawn by Thomas and 
colored by Wucinich don’t skimp on the visual gags. The Kwons 
are cued as Korean, and their community is diverse. Backmat-
ter includes a sketchbook and superhero and supervillain name 
generators.

Fantastic, frenetic fun for comics and kitty fans. (Graphic 
fantasy. 7-14)

BIRDIE’S BILLIONS
Cohn, Edith
Bloomsbury (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-5476-0711-2  

Sixth grader Birdie Loggerman feels 
poor compared to classmates at Valley 
Lake Elementary until she finds a secret 
stash of cash.

After avid skateboarder Birdie acci-
dentally gets her single mother fired 

from a housecleaning agency, money is so tight they face evic-
tion. Her wealthy best friend Hailey’s mom considers Birdie a 
bad influence because of her social class, and devout Christian 
classmate Lily ostentatiously passes down clothes to her and 
urges her to pray for money. Birdie does pray—and soon after, 
with the help of an insistent cat, discovers a hidden treasure: 
$500,000 left inside the wall of an abandoned home. Now 
a believer in miracles, Birdie anonymously mails her mother 
$100,000. But the sudden influx of cash doesn’t automatically 
transform Birdie into a carefree rich kid like she imagined. The 
author focuses on how the newfound money forces Birdie to 
tell her friends and, worse, her mother a series of lies. Birdie is 
also paranoid that a criminal might be after her, since the money 
represents the ill-gotten gains of notorious local brothers. Read-
ers will feel invested in Birdie’s journey of self-awareness, her 
strong relationship with her kind, truthful, and hardworking 
mother, and how she navigates friendships with privileged (and 
clueless) kids. Birdie and most of her friends are White; there is 
some ethnic diversity among supporting characters.

A touching exploration of class, friendship, and the 
mother-daughter bond. (recipe) (Fiction. 9-12)
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THE FOWL TWINS GET WHAT 
THEY DESERVE
Colfer, Eoin
Disney-Hyperion (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-368-07567-1 
Series: Fowl Twins, 3 

Artemis Fowl’s preteen sibs have it 
out with archnemesis Lord Teddy Bleed-
ham-Drye one last time.

Or so it would seem, though, consid-
ering Lord Teddy’s fondness for clones and the various nonper-
manent fatalities in earlier episodes, nothing should be taken 
for granted. In a plot aptly framed as “a big bang, followed by 
a series of smaller bangs, then another big bang”—many of 
which turn out to be epic gaseous blasts or, to use the delighted 
Beckett’s term, “fartsplosions”—the evil genius’s latest (as the 
omniscient narrator puts it) “elaborate and unnecessarily com-
plicated” revenge scheme pits young “aspiring mastermind” 
Myles and his action-loving brother, aided by diminutive but 
capable blue-skinned pixel (pixie-elf) Lazuli Heitz and the 
ghosts of a large number of indignant Bleedham-Dryes whom 
Lord Teddy has murdered over the years, against first a goblin 
hit squad then, climactically, an army of fireball-shooting gob-
lins. Generous measures of banter and villainous gloating grease 
the wheels as well as ridiculous contrivances that pull the twins 
from any number of obviously hopeless pickles on the way to 
their hard-won triumph. In an epilogue set in Ho Chi Minh 
City, Colfer closes another series arc by dropping in a tantaliz-
ing revelation about Lazuli’s hidden parentage. Magical cast 
members come in a variety of colors; human ones read as White.

Any yarn with the phrase “pinwheeling flatulence jugger-
naut” is a must-read, and not just for fans of Fowl play. (Fantasy. 
10-13)

AWAKE
DeRoma, Mags
Illus. by the author
Roaring Brook Press (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-250-75319-9  

An arachnid’s visit awakens a young 
kid’s empathy.

After “a story, a snuggle, and one 
last sip of water,” the sleepy narrator is 

ready to drop off when a spider invades the bedroom. Now wide 
awake, the kid summons their bravery and looks for something 
to “smash it with.” Finding nothing, the protagonist, who has 
pale skin and wears straight, dark hair in a pageboy, gives much 
thought to how to proceed next, including invoking the lyrics 
of “The Itsy-Bitsy Spider.” The situation calls for strong mea-
sures, so they imagine elaborate schemes about how to thwart 
this eight-legged nemesis. Finally deciding on a simpler strat-
egy, they trap the spider in an overturned glass—and have an 

epiphany. Peering with open eyes and open heart at their hairy 
captive, the kid realizes it’s neither huge nor scary, is likely 
frightened of them, and just wants to return home. Readers will 
relate to this cute tale; this kid isn’t so much afraid as bugged 
by the disruption of bedtime and actively takes solo charge to 
fix things. The energetic illustrations, collages of paint, pastels, 
and cut paper, are delightful and feature scenes of twinkling 
nighttime city vistas and artful spreads incorporating some 
words into the text in various colors, shapes, and typefaces. The 
backmatter shows how unwelcome critters may be captured 
and released humanely and safely. (Kind hearts, courage, and a 
deep breath help; naming said visitors and waving farewell are 
optional.) (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Kindness is always a good thing, no matter how many legs 
the recipient has. (Picture book. 3-7)

CASTLE GESUNDHEIT
Fearing, Mark
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-5362-1412-3  

The medieval village of Handker-
chief has a loud and drippy problem.

The constant sound of sneezing, 
coughing, and sniffling from Castle Gesundheit is keeping the 
villagers awake. No one can sleep; everyone has dark circles. 
They’ve tried everything: pillows over their ears, ears plugged 
with fingers, even books over their ears. Most Handkerchiefians 
are scared to approach the castle, but little Fiona’s had enough. 
No one will lower the drawbridge for her, so she needs to get 
creative (nothing works until she finds a cat door to wriggle 
through). Inside, she finds plenty of cats, but, following the 
sound of the ahhh-choos, only one human. Baron Von Sneeze 
has no one to take care of him—everyone’s left because of the 
noise. Fiona asks if he eats well and keeps warm and tries to get 
enough sleep…yes, yes, yes. She asks if he has seen a doctor. He’s 
seen the best (and a witch and a wizard!). Based on her inves-
tigation and the feline population, Fiona draws the obvious 
conclusion. But the cats can’t go! The Von Sneezes have kept 
cats for generations…so Fiona comes up with an innovative plan 
that works for everyone. Fearing’s silly, sniffling tale might have 
a simple throughline, but the comical cartoon illustrations of 
the stouthearted girl and bewigged baron layer the laughs in the 
details—many of which are just cats being cats. Both Fiona and 
the baron present White; among the citizenry of Handkerchief 
are a few people of color.

“Sniffle snuffle snork!” Giggle! (Picture book. 4-8)

“Kindness is always a good thing, no matter 
how many legs the recipient has.”

awake
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THE ADVENTURES OF 
GRANDMASAURUS AT THE 
AQUARIUM RESCUE CENTRE 
Fernandez, Caroline
Illus. by O’Toole, Shannon
Common Deer Press (40 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  Oct. 7, 2021
978-1-988761-58-9 
Series: Adventures of Grandmasaurus 

Grandma gets up to her “funny business” once again on a 
class outing.

Just as in the previous The Adventures of Grandmasau-
rus (2020), a sparkle of special dust sets Grandma, the class 
chaperone on the field trip to the aquarium, to sneezing, and 
each blast transforms her into a different prehistoric crea-
ture. This time, in line with the locale, the creatures are big 
marine reptiles or fish—all syllabically identified, from “Sho-
ni-saur-us” to “Meg-a-lo-don,” and drawn in the cartoon illus-
trations with reasonable accuracy…aside from their large 
glasses, twinkly eyes, and distinctive curls of blue hair anyway. 
Human Grandma and her frantic granddaughter, who serves 
as narrator, present as White, but the rest of the class and 
their task-oriented teacher, Ms. Priya (“Observe and learn, 
my dear leaders of tomorrow”), are representatively diverse 
of hair, skin, body type, and mobility. As the class troops past 
big aquaria and sandy outdoor pens, cautionary notes about 
leaving live coral and turtle eggs alone and even disposing of 
litter properly swim alongside quick overviews of what aquatic 
rescue centers are for. A closing gallery of the 11 creatures 
Grandma becomes before her final restorative sneeze provides 
both a recap and a few more basic facts about each. 

Light on specifics—but as a visit to a marine-animal–res-
cue facility, nothing to sneeze at. (Picture book. 5-8)

THE VELVET FOX
Fisher, Catherine
Walker US/Candlewick (208 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-5362-1492-5 
Series: Clockwork Crow 

“Drum and dance, juggle and play, / 
While we steal your heart away.”

Life has settled down at Plas-y-Fran 
manor since Seren Rhys rescued her god-
brother, Tomos, from the enchantments 

of the Fair Family—perhaps too well. In a mad moment’s glee, 
Tomos taunts the capricious creatures who had held him cap-
tive, heedless of the warnings of his elders. When a mysterious 
carriage arrives in a gust of autumn leaves, bringing with it an 
uncannily omnipotent governess who seems to hold the inhab-
itants of Plas-y-Fran in thrall, Seren suspects that the Family 
will not so easily relinquish their hold upon the house. Desper-
ate, she calls upon the Clockwork Crow, her old ally, to help 
defeat the dark forces converging upon Plas-y-Fran. But when 

faced with an enemy even the cocksure Crow cowers from, will 
human magic be enough to save what Seren loves? Fisher deftly 
picks up where The Clockwork Crow (2020) ended, providing just 
enough context to avoid leaving new or forgetful readers floun-
dering. Again, character development largely takes a back seat 
to the advancement of the plot, with one major exception: The 
motivations of the Crow are fleshed out, balancing the painfully 
understandable desire to be whole against the dangers of temp-
tation. The story ends on an optimistic note that almost man-
ages to mask the rank trace of lingering faery magic. Characters 
are presumed White. 

Whimsical and warm, if a bit predictable. (Fantasy. 9-12)

WHO IS A SCIENTIST? 
Gehl, Laura
Millbrook/Lerner (32 pp.) 
$27.99  |  $9.99 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5415-9799-0
978-1-72844-108-5 paper  

Profiles of a diverse selection of 
14 21st-century scientists reveal a wide 

range of specialties and avocations.
To answer her title question, Gehl introduces working sci-

entists, spread by spread, with a relatively simple text and two 
photographs—one at work and one at play. From meteorologist 
to agroecologist to software engineer, from laboratory to des-
ert to forest, her examples represent a variety of occupational 
fields and workplaces. Their hobbies—painting, cooking, surf-
ing, playing basketball or soccer, listening to live music, and 
so forth—are equally varied. The photographs also reflect the 
world’s diversity: There’s a White woman with magenta hair 
and colorfully tattooed arms, a Black belly dancer in classic 
costume, a Puerto Rican champion of Indigenous food sys-
tems, and a White man who uses forearm crutches to get about 
in the field. A neuroscientist wears a Sikh turban; an astrono-
mer, a headscarf. As might be expected with such a range, some 
readers may find some scientists’ names challenging to pro-
nounce, but the backmatter includes a phonetic guide to every 
single name—even the neuroscientist author’s. A final spread 
summarizes what scientists do and invites readers to imagine 
themselves among this group. Both selection of information 
and presentation have been thoughtfully designed to appeal 
to young readers. This will be useful in many a second or third 
grade classroom, and the publisher has made a teaching guide 
and video available. 

Convincing evidence that readers, too, might become sci-
entists. (Nonfiction. 6-9)



100 THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT 
INVENTIONS
Gifford, Clive
Illus. by Gu, Yiffy
Happy Yak (112 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-7112-6808-1 
Series: In a Nutshell 

A gallery of gadgets, gizmos, and 
groundbreaking innovations, from sliced bread to smartphones.

Concept definitely trumps content, as Gifford introduces 
in no discernible order an arbitrary 100 inventions in a likewise 
arbitrary 100 words (more or less) apiece. For each, Gu supplies 
brightly hued representations of a fancifully rendered version, 
often being used by racially diverse groups of figures sporting 
stylized features and a range of skin colors. The entries go back 
to prehistoric times to include the wheel, scratch plow, and 
writing but mainly comprise more recent innovations like print-
ing and telegraphs, bubble wrap and search engines, lasers and 
plastics. Amid all these usual suspects lurk some lower-profile 
picks, from paper bags and Kevlar to the dishwasher and Barbie 
dolls. All of the inventions in the previous sentence and others 
besides, the author notes, were invented by women—in fact, 
for all the brevity of his anecdotes and descriptions, he’s care-
ful to identify specific inventors whenever possible, and he also 
highlights any who are or were particularly young. Closing time-
line notwithstanding, this isn’t offering any coherent picture of 
the grand sweep of technological advance, but the format will 
draw casual browsers and collectors of random facts. 100 Things 
To Know About Art, by Susie Hodge and illustrated by Marcos 
Farina, publishes simultaneously, taking a similar approach to 
visual arts, covering periods, media, techniques, and more.

Appealing fare for STEM-centric flipping and dipping. 
(index, glossary, resource lists) (Nonfiction. 8-11) (100 Things To 
Know About Art: 978-0-7112-6820-3)

SHIRLEY & JAMILA’S BIG FALL
Goerz, Gillian
Illus. by the author
Dial Books (240 pp.) 
$20.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-525-55288-8  

The start of school ushers in new 
friends and a new case in this follow-up 
to Shirley & Jamila Save Their Summer 
(2020).

Ten-year-old Jamila Waheed is attend-
ing a new school, but luckily her best friend, Shirley Bones, is right 
by her side. After being inseparable over the summer, school-year 
busyness brings in a change of routine: homework, lessons, prac-
tices, and more. Jamila might have even made herself a second 
friend, Seena, through her community basketball team. Mean-
while, Shirley’s still on the detective beat. The latest case has 
the pair pitted against a formidable opponent: notorious sixth 

grader Chuck Milton. The school bully trades in secrets and 
wields them against fellow students he extorts, including their 
client. Can he be stopped? Is breaking and entering ever OK? 
How about faking a friendship? Goerz’s detailed and expressive 
art pairs with dynamic dialogue to create a strong cast of char-
acters and plotting. Emotional tension from new and develop-
ing friendships and suspense stemming from the case keep the 
pacing taut. Readers will especially empathize with Jamila as 
she worries and works to balance friendships with very differ-
ent people. The neighborhood school setting is diverse: Shirley 
is White, Jamila is Pakistani Canadian, and Seena is Afghan and 
Pakistani Canadian. 

A solid next installment to this detective series centered 
on friendship. (Graphic mystery. 8-12)

THE MIDNIGHT CLUB 
Goth, Shane
Illus. by Kang, Yong Ling
Owlkids Books (40 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Oct. 15, 2021
978-1-77147-394-1  

The shadowy blanket of midnight 
provides the perfect cover for two sisters 
to enjoy a clandestine adventure.

Awake with anticipation, Milly is 
eager for her first nighttime jaunt with 

the Midnight Club. At exactly midnight, she wakes up her big 
sister, Becca, and the pair proceeds to slink, sneak, and creep 
through the darkened hallways and empty rooms of their home. 
The late hour transforms the house into an inky blue playground 
splashed with pools of candescent yellow light. Milly and Becca 
revel in the liberation that comes with sleeping parents as they 
indulge in Dad’s jelly beans and play dress-up in Mom’s raincoat. 
The tender bond between sisters is evident in their conspirato-
rial glee during their covert shenanigans and their reliance on 
each other during tenser moments. Satisfied and sleepy, they 
nestle together in bed, resting up for tomorrow’s Midnight 
Club meeting. This charming story perfectly balances the thrill 
of pushing boundaries with the comfort of having your best 
friend along for the ride. The succinct text is made for hushed 
whispers and conveys the intimacy of shared secrets. Water-
colors perfectly capture the hazy, dreamlike atmosphere of the 
sleeping house, while a spectrum of deep indigo, dusky purples, 
and cozy yellows highlights the contrast between dark and light. 
Becca and Milly have olive skin and black hair. 

This playfully mischievous ode to sibling solidarity is sure 
to inspire similar nocturnal escapades among readers. (Picture 
book. 3-8)
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“Appealing fare for STEM-centric flipping and dipping.”
100 things to know about inventions



A-OKAY
Greene, Jarad
Illus. by the author
HarperAlley (240 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-06-303284-2  

A middle school boy deals with the 
trials of growing up.

When a disastrous case of pimples 
strikes, 13-year-old Floridian Jay starts 
suffering from a negative body image. On 

top of that, his school schedule this year separates him from his 
good friend Brace. Driven to take action, Jay seeks medical solu-
tions for his acne, but with no improvement, his doctor starts 
him on Accutane. With this harsh new medication come side 
effects and a restricted diet for Jay to deal with. Meanwhile, at 
school Jay is feeling abandoned by Brace, and he seeks out new 
friends in fellow teaching assistant Mark and art classmate Amy 
even as school bully Aaron does his best to make Jay’s life ter-
rible. Tying these plotlines together is Jay’s journey to find and 
define himself, from coming to terms with his ace/aro identity 
to changing up his wardrobe. Jay’s story is genuine and compel-
ling, immersing readers in his world. The art style is uncluttered 
and keeps key events clear and easy to follow; purple-toned pan-
els indicate flashbacks. Liberal amounts of comedy interspersed 
with drama make this an enjoyable read, while the ace/aro pro-
tagonist and depiction of a teenage boy’s poor self-image keep 
the otherwise familiar storyline fresh. Jay and his family read as 
White; there is ethnic diversity in the supporting cast.

A compelling depiction of teenage uncertainty. (author’s 
note) (Fiction. 11-14)

DUCKSCARES
Cooking up Trouble
Greenwald, Tommy
Illus. by Ferrari, Elisa
Amulet/Abrams (224 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-4197-5079-3 
Series: Disney’s Spooky Zone 

Huey, Dewey, and Louie encounter 
pastries and poltergeists on a visit to 
Paris.

Featuring wide margins, a dizzying variety of fonts, and an 
abundance of static tableaux and vignettes in drab grayish-blue 
monochrome, the second leg of the ducklings’ European tour 
takes them floating in a hot air balloon past the Eiffel Tower 
and a few other landmarks, then on to a patisserie, where, 
along with chowing down on pain au chocolat, they meet the 
ghost of the store’s founder—who angrily trashes the place, 
repeatedly unleashing flocks of spectral mice and chefs when 
his prized book of recipes suddenly disappears. Though occa-
sional scenes, such as a battle with a gooey crème brûlée mon-
ster that is defeated at last by an overdose of cinnamon, show 

flashes of wit, in general the food-centric plot wanders aimlessly 
until its plainly telegraphed denouement, punctuated less with 
moments of terror than by travelogue infobits and forced ban-
ter: “He did not say “raisin”! He said “maison”! / WHAT’S THE 
DIFFERENCE? / A maison is a house. A raisin is a grape. / You 
mean WAS a grape.” Except for a dog named Cornichon (and a 
werewolf on the loose near Notre Dame), the cast sports animal 
heads atop human bodies.

Duck this bland decoction. (Adventure. 6-9)

COLD WAR CORRESPONDENT
A Korean War Tale
Hale, Nathan
Illus. by the author
Amulet/Abrams (128 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-4197-4951-3 
Series: Nathan Hale’s Hazardous Tales, 11 

In this 11th edition of Nathan Hale’s 
Hazardous Tales, Marguerite Higgins, 
war correspondent, takes over the nar-

ration to share harrowing stories of being a frontline reporter. 
The story follows Higgins as she risks life and limb as the 

Far East correspondent for the New York Herald Tribune, cov-
ering the Korean War in 1950. As Westerners flee Korea when 
the North Korean People’s Army crosses the 38th parallel and 
invades the democratic South, Higgins and her fellow report-
ers try to get in. The mostly black-and-white—with touches of 
yellow—graphic format enhances Higgins’ experiences. Read-
ers will see what being a real-life war correspondent is truly like 
as they observe Higgins escaping a sinking ship, reporting from 
no man’s land, interviewing Gen. Douglas MacArthur, nursing 
soldiers, and being temporarily banned from the front just for 
being a woman. Readers will even learn how reporters sent their 
articles back to the U.S.: in Morse code, via trans-Pacific tele-
graph. Beyond Higgins’ personal, gripping story, Hale coher-
ently and accurately conveys the factors that led to the Korean 
War, the political gambling by the U.S. and the Soviet Union, 
and battle strategies. While Korea is the setting, however, the 
story is told from a U.S. perspective, focusing on American war 
heroes and reporters who are mostly male (Higgins is a notable 
exception) and White. 

Exciting reportorial derring-do. (bibliography) (Graphic non-
fiction. 10-13)
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GOD’S COMING TO VISIT!
Hübner, Franz 
Illus. by Glökler, Angela & 
Zielinski, Rea Grit
Flyaway Books (32 pp.) 
$18.00  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-947888-28-9  

A menagerie of animals is all in a 
tizzy about the latest news: God’s com-
ing to visit!

The rumor spreads quickly: “The doves heard it first. / They 
told the seagulls, / who told the whales….” A turn of the page 
shows a wide range of animals (predator-prey relationships have 
no bearing in this book) looking confused, nervous, dismayed, 
and surprised, their wide, round eyes and anthropomorphized 
postures and gestures showing every emotion. Children will 
quickly empathize, especially since the text voices what might 
be their own concerns (“How exciting! / A little scary too”), and 
many of the beasts break the fourth wall to look directly at read-
ers. While the animals frantically try to get themselves ready for 
this visit from God (fluffing feathers, practicing struts, doing 
amazing feats, worrying if they are good enough), they ignore 
the owl, who is trying to tell them something important. Owl 
gets the chance to explain at last, once they express their disap-
pointment with God’s failure to show up and settle in for the 
night. Owl’s words and message are simple and straight to the 
heart, sure to reassure young readers of God’s eternal presence 
and love. The bright, spring palette, subtle use of patterns, and 
humorous expressions will keep readers’ interest. 

From Germany, a humorous tale that gets across the mes-
sage that God is here to stay. (Picture book/religion. 3-7)

WHEN THE WORLD TURNED 
UPSIDE DOWN
Ibura, K.
Scholastic (288 pp.) 
$14.56  |  Dec. 28, 2021
978-1-338-74626-6  

Four best friends fight the turbu-
lence of a pandemic together.

African American Shayla, Indone-
sian American Ai, (implied) Latinx Ben, 
and White Liam live in the same New 

York City apartment building, go to the same school, and were 
once an inseparable friend group. Their parents call them the 
quartet, but lately they seem like four soloists. Shayla has tried 
to befriend two other girls in her class, leaving Ai in the dust. 
Liam’s panic attacks result in his friends’ not always including 
him in their activities. These changes threaten their bonds, but 
soon Covid-19 overshadows their interpersonal dramas. As each 
child adapts to attending virtual classrooms, problems at home 
and in the world start to weigh them down. Frustrated by their 
situation, Ai decides to start a helpers club and invites Liam to 
join her in running errands and doing chores for their neighbors 

in the building. Soon Ben and Shayla follow, and their friend-
ships begin to heal. Through their difficult personal challenges, 
the pandemic, and disturbing news about police brutality 
(which leads to poignant conversations between Shayla and her 
father), the quartet soldiers on, learning and supporting each 
other along the way. Ibura’s novel highlights many of the chal-
lenges children have faced during the pandemic while showing 
how, even in the midst of uncertainty and injustice, anyone can 
take a step in the right direction. 

A heartwarming call to action. (Fiction. 8-12)

DISASTERS BY 
THE NUMBERS 
A Book of Infographics
Jenkins, Steve
Illus. by the author
Clarion Books (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-328-56948-6 
Series: By the Numbers  

Jenkins surveys over 20 rare and commonplace calami-
ties that befall the planet, placing them into categories: earth, 
weather, life, and space.

He quickly establishes that some disasters are related to 
human action and that many have ripple effects lasting min-
utes, months, or years. Most entries claim a double-page 
spread with a clear introduction and an array of explicating 
infographics. “Earthquake” gets a pithy explanation of the role 
of tectonic plates. Thumbnail spots illustrate quakes’ relative 
damage, corresponding to numbers on the Richter scale, and 
a timeline ranks seven historical earthquakes’ destructiveness 
by human fatalities. Throughout, data include rankings, from 
established rubrics (such as hurricane categories, the volcanic 
explosivity index, and the Enhanced Fujita scale for tornadoes) 
to quirkier measures, like the relative visibility of a conifer in a 
blizzard. Jenkins highlights the destabilizing effects of events 
like drought, establishing its connection to famine, war, and 
even cultural collapse. The characteristics of a locust plague and 
potential impacts by near-Earth objects should fascinate kids. 
“Pandemic” covers the historical majors and includes AIDS. 
Covid-19 gets a corner spot here: Masking (with no mention of 
vaccination) is called out as “one of the best ways to protect” 
against the virus. Appropriately, climate change garners its own 
four-page concluding section. Small but distinct maps, cogent 
graphs, crisp collaged illustrations, unambiguous language, and 
exquisite attention to relative size characterize this keenly exe-
cuted series entry. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Another excellent project from the multiply intelligent 
maestro of infographics. (glossary, bibliography) (Nonfiction. 
6-10)
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“A heartwarming call to action.”
when the world turned upside down
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SYDNEY A. FRANKEL’S 
SUMMER MIX-UP
Joseph, Danielle
Kar-Ben (264 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 1, 2021
978-1-5415-9862-1  

Big secrets, best friends, and pitch-
perfect characters drive this funny, 
touching story.

Shy, book-loving Sydney Frankel 
wants to spend her last summer before 

middle school lying around reading and hanging out with her 
best friend, Maggie. But Sydney’s mother wants her to be con-
fident and ready for the big transition; she makes her sign up 
for a summer course at the community center instead. Making 
it worse, her mom won’t even let her take the one course she 
is interested in—the one about books. Maggie, on the other 
hand, is signed up for the reading course but would prefer to 
take dance. The girls hatch a plan to cleverly solve both their 
problems by switching identities, in the process creating a raft 
of mishaps, chaos, and opportunities to grow. Will the friends 
have what it takes to keep their deception going? It’s hard to 
pretend to be someone you aren’t when you are still trying to fig-
ure out who you are in the first place. Sydney must also navigate 
her feelings about her mother’s pregnancy, adding some urgency 
to her need for independence and creating the conditions for 
the girls’ madcap plan for coping with their summer disappoint-
ments. The book’s treatment of the complexities of tweendom 
are pitch perfect: the need for autonomy, the intensity of friend-
ships, crushes, and the messy process of growing up. Main char-
acters are White and Jewish.

A sweet, heartfelt story about friendship and family. (Fic-
tion. 8-11)

YOU MIGHT BE SPECIAL!
Kokias, Kerri
Illus. by Cutler, Marcus
Kids Can (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5253-0333-3  

A humorous quiz that helps readers 
gauge just how special they really are.

Two bold questions set the stage: 
“Do you ever feel like you’re different from everyone else?” 
Does it sometimes seem like there’s no one quite like you?” If 
so…“You might be SPECIAL!” The sly narrator invites read-
ers to take a quiz and find out. At first, the questions are fairly 
unremarkable (“Are you strong? Are you brave?”), but things 
quickly take an absurdist turn: “Can you cook hot dogs with 
your breath?” Wait, what? No? Then you certainly aren’t a…
dragon! Children will delight in the abrupt change of events and 
will have fun guessing each mythical creature hinted before the 
page-turn reveals. There are, of course, positive traits that fair-
ies, werewolves, mermaids, and more possess, and the youngster 

in this story—a tot with olive skin, dark hair, a gap-toothed grin, 
round, red spectacles, and a headband with two star-topped 
antennae—shares many of them. But the narrator is stumped. 
“What ARE you? What in the WORLD could you be???” (Hint: 
It’s a nod toward individuality.) Cutler’s energetic illustrations 
enhance the zany, playful tone depicting the child engaging with 
a diverse cast of friends and classmates. Each set of questions 
and answers occupies two spreads, the first focusing on the 
child in action and the second introducing the fanciful creature 
guessed at. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Good fun for those shouty storytime crowds. (Picture book. 
4-7)

IF YOU MISS ME
Langrand, Jocelyn Li
Illus. by the author
Orchard/Scholastic (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-338-68069-0  

The moon is a symbol of the spe-
cial, long-lasting bond between a young 
dancer and her grandmother.

All day Charlie dances, in class and all 
over town, and Grandma is there to watch. At night, the pair 
dances together and makes wishes on the moon. When Charlie 
moves to the city, Grandma tells her, “If you miss me, look at 
the moon. I will do the same.” Grandma visits, and the two talk 
on the phone—but then Grandma dies. Charlie is lost, but she 
keeps dancing. On the night of the biggest recital of the year, the 
moon shines through the theater window, and Charlie knows 
that Grandma is there dancing with her. The illustrations, rely-
ing heavily on vibrant greens, supportive neutrals, and inviting 
textures, mirror Charlie’s emotional journey through the pass-
ing of the seasons. Charlie’s love of dance is evident throughout, 
especially in joyful illustrations showing a wide range of danc-
ing styles, including classical ballet, showy tap, traditional Asian 
dances, and jazzy ballroom. Charlie and Grandma appear to be 
Asian, with light tan skin and black hair. The spare, descriptive 
third-person narration follows a linear plot. The message about 
the moon creating connection is prematurely revealed midway 
through the story, somewhat diminishing Charlie’s recital night 
epiphany. Nevertheless, for readers experiencing the loss of a 
loved one, the message will ring true. 

A simple exploration of intergenerational love that lasts 
beyond the passing of a grandparent. (Picture book. 3-7)
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WHAT BOYS DO
Lasser, Jon
Illus. by Paul Jr., Robert
Magination/American Psychological 
Association (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-4338-3679-4  

This picture book is not a good 
advertisement for boyhood.

There are almost no stereotypes here. The boys in this book 
aren’t dressed up as football players or soldiers or even pirates. 
The text is almost entirely words of encouragement, such as 
“There are many ways to be a boy, and so many more ways to be 
you!” Characters picture themselves as a dancer and—less radi-
cally—a vocalist or a race car driver. But when the book suggests 
things a boy might do for fun, the ideas are often a little generic: 
“Build rockets, pick flowers, create works of art.” It doesn’t 
help that Lasser has rhymed the suggestions with the words 
“open your heart.” The rhymes rarely scan. The most unfortu-
nate couplet is: “Do you show your affection and how much 
you care? / Give big hugs with the strength of a bear?” Paul’s 
illustrations are based on the traditional geometry of cartoons, 
filled with heart-shaped faces and pear-shaped bodies, but they 
show a remarkable amount of variety. No two characters have 
quite the same skin tone and body type. Some readers will badly 
need the message of acceptance and diversity, and the two-page 
backmatter at the end of the book offers valuable advice about 
inclusion. But there are sources of information with fewer cli-
chés and grating rhymes; Elise Gravel, for instance, has posted 
multiple cartoons on the subject for free on her website. 

Readers will be eager to see better stories inspired by this 
book. (Picture book. 4-8)

WILD PEACE
Latham, Irene
Illus. by Na, Il Sung
Roaring Brook Press (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-250-31042-2  

A meditative exploration of the 
peace that exists in the communion 
between humans and nature.

A small, pale-skinned, black-haired 
child wearing a bright orange-and-red dress shares an almost col-
orless playroom with three other children, all colorless. The text 
describes this place as filled with “noise and fury,” and when a red 
butterfly flits through the open window, the protagonist follows 
the butterfly through a multihued crayon mural taped to the wall 
to the other side, into a wild forest. Suddenly, an abundance of 
colors in soothing shades fills the full-page spreads, depicting the 
flora and fauna of this (perhaps) imaginary forest in playful and 
delicate scenes. Clearly, nature is where the child finds peace, and 
the two are essentially equated. The poetic text, featuring one or 
two approximately rhyming lines on each page, presents a string 

of metaphors for peace such as, “Peace gathers as many nuts as 
it can carry / and feasts on a perfect berry.” Almost a dozen such 
personifications extolling the wonders and beauty of nature con-
clude at dusk and bring the protagonist home. While the poetic 
form is awkward in places and the metaphors sometimes feel 
stretched, the feelings of escape and tranquility in nature shine 
through. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

This journey through nature may not be perfect, but it’s 
worth taking. (Picture book. 3-7)

WALRUS SONG
Lawler, Janet
Illus. by Ering, Timothy Basil
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-5362-0755-2  

A walrus’s life is filled with ice and 
ocean and sound.

Lilting rhyming verse follows a wal-
rus’s actions in his icy home. He plays on an ice floe, dives deep 
into the frigid water, seeks and finds food, and playfully shoos 
away a pesky puffin. Lawler vividly describes the walrus as he 
“waddles” and “lumbers” on the ice and twirls and whirls in the 
sea, keeping warm thanks to his massive layers of fat. He joins a 
huge pack of his cronies to snuggle and nuzzle. All is not always 
peaceful and calm; he engages in a mighty, crashing, tusk-bash-
ing fight with another walrus. Fight over, he lets out with a vari-
ety of delightfully spelled calls and songs that echo throughout 
the area and will encourage young readers to try echoing those 
sounds themselves. Lawler keeps the tone light and fun while 
imparting a great deal of information about a walrus’s physical-
ity, habitats, and food sources. No explanation is given within 
the text for the fight or the calls, or for the appearance of babies 
born in the spring, but answers and additional information on 
all things walrus are provided in an afterword. Ering’s brilliant, 
luminous, lifelike paintings capture their subject close-up and in 
great detail, accurately depicting his every movement and mood 
and perfectly capturing the setting in icy whites and deep-sea 
blues and greens under a purple-gray sky. 

These fascinating creatures will entrance little readers and 
their grown-ups. (Informational picture book. 4-8)

LITTLE RED AND THE CAT 
WHO LOVED CAKE
Lehman, Barbara
Illus. by the author
Clarion Books (64 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-358-31510-0  

Wolfie is an orange cat who dreams of cake—never mind 
the chocolate frosting! 

Unfortunately the cake in question is destined for Little 
Red’s grandma, should the book follow the “Little Red Riding 

“These fascinating creatures will entrance 
little readers and their grown-ups.”

walrus song
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Hood” plot (and it does). After Little Red, a White child with 
short ginger hair who wears a red, hooded jacket, bakes and 
frosts a cake with the help of Big Red, a bearded adult with 
matching hair and skin, a game of cat and mouse ensues in 
comic-book–style spreads and panels. Cautious of being 
caught in pursuit, Wolfie dodges several looks back from Little 
Red, hiding alongside various images of cats passed along the 
way. Without narrative text, the book relies on Mother Goose 
and Brothers Grimm references to hold the visual interest, as 
a child being followed by a cat doesn’t really demand the nearly 
64 pages it takes up. For those well versed in nursery rhymes, 
storefronts like Humpty Dumpty Insurance, Gingerbread 
Gym, and Mary Q. Contrary Florist may earn a chuckle, but 
the only real fun is in finding all of Bo Peep’s “lost” sheep—
often not far from one of her flyers. In a low-stakes climax, 
Wolfie is outwitted by Grandma and Little Red, who kindly 
share their cake after a lighthearted prank. Just in case the 
story—or lack thereof—didn’t drag on long enough, readers 
can follow the pair all the way home again (jiggety jig) and 
into bed. A key to fairy tales and rhymes referenced—and 
the rhymes themselves—appears at the back. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

An indulgence for Mother Goose die-hards. (Picture book. 
4-7)

MISSED MEAL MAYHEM
Lerner, Jarrett
Illus. by the author
Aladdin (128 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-5344-6282-3 
Series: The Hunger Heroes, 1 

Four foodstuff friends help a student 
stave off ill effects from a brushed-aside 

breakfast.
Snacks are absolutely not allowed in Mrs. Sternbladder’s 

classroom at the James H. Pinchkid Elementary School. When 
the four taco-ingredient Hunger Heroes—Tammy the tomato, 
Leonard the cheese, Mr. Toots the bean, and Chip Ninja the 
tortilla chip—get an alert about a student’s missed meal and 
his flagging energy before a big test, they immediately take to 
their taco hovercraft to save the day. This job won’t be easy: 
An autonomous vacuum, a gym full of dodgeballs, and a snack-
loathing teacher all stand in their way. The first in a proposed 
series, this graphic hybrid is bland as white bread. All the ele-
ments are seemingly there: cute, cartoony characters, silly jokes 
galore, and zippily paced chapters. Unfortunately, the whole 
never quite equals the sum of its parts. The characterizations 
are thin, the resolution is quick and questionable, and many 
scenes feel like dreaded heavy-handed teachable moments hav-
ing all the allure of a brownie made from brussels sprouts. There 
is little connection for its readers, who most likely will wonder 
why they should care about a kid (hardly more than a name and 
a face) who missed breakfast and why taco ingredients care 
so much. Humans portrayed throughout show a range of skin 

tones; however, there is little differentiation between adult and 
juvenile characters.

Skip this meal. (Graphic/fiction hybrid. 7-10)

SPECTACULAR SISTERS
Amazing Stories of Sisters 
From Around the World
Lewis, Aura
Illus. by the author
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(208 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-06-294765-9  

A collection of profiles of sisters who 
have influenced culture, inspired change, and made history.

Choosing subjects connected by the bond of sisterhood, 
Lewis offers an overview of the lives of some of the most influ-
ential and famous women in history whose lives span continents 
and centuries. From tennis champions Venus and Serena Wil-
liams and the Azmi sisters, Pakistani Canadian field hockey 
players, to politician Kamala Harris and her civil rights lawyer 
sister, Maya, readers are introduced to women who have estab-
lished names for themselves in their respective fields. Alongside 
towering literary, artistic, and political figures, readers will find 
the Kardashians and Kate and Pippa Middleton. The author is 
keen to note the humanity in the women’s interpersonal rela-
tionships by sharing instances of sibling rivalry, jealousy, and 
discord as well as the moments that celebrate the firm bonds of 
sisterhood. The very brief nature of each profile—consisting of 
a title page, an attractive full-page portrait, and two scant pages 
of text offering cursory information—means that the book 
reads like a series of Wikipedia entries. Indeed, the author drew 
heavily upon secondary sources such as general news websites 
for material. Although the profiles are not in-depth enough to 
serve as material for school reports, the work may inspire appre-
ciation and further interest.

A surface-level salute to sisterhood. (further reading, 
sources) (Nonfiction. 8-12)

A DINOSAUR NAMED RUTH
How Ruth Mason Discovered 
Fossils in Her Own Backyard
Lyon, Julia
Illus. by Bye, Alexandra
McElderry (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-5344-7464-2  

“Ruth Mason was forever curious 
about her own backyard.”

In 1905, near her family’s log home in South Dakota, a 7-year-
old White girl named Ruth Mason found her first dinosaur 
bone. Accessible text bubbles with enthusiasm and provides a 
straightforward narrative while colorful illustrations show the 
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bright-eyed, full-bodied heroine who continues to search for 
and find bones on the prairie, undeterred by the lack of inter-
est of those around her. Unlike those of her English parallel, 
Mary Anning, Ruth Mason’s discoveries went unrecognized; 
despite the numerous letters she wrote to various institutions, 
no one came to investigate until a dinosaur hunter visited her 
ranch while Mason was in her 80s and drew attention to what 
she’d found. Multiple digs followed, and now many specimens 
are featured in museum collections, including one in Wales 
known simply as “Ruth.” The endnotes explain the difficulties 
of finding information and obtaining an education during this 
period but do not mention the additional challenge of being a 
girl interested in science, which would have further highlighted 
her uniqueness. Still, this is an inspiring tale of resilience and 
dedication, a paean to the art of performing a task for its own 
sake, and a most interesting addition to the world of dinosaur 
hunting. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An intriguing look into the early 20th century that fea-
tures a strong female hero and—most importantly—dino-
saurs. (further reading) (Picture book/biography. 5-8)

ART IS EVERYWHERE
A Book About Andy Warhol
Mack, Jeff
Illus. by the author
Henry Holt (48 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-250-77715-7  

Readers can explore just what makes 
art art with Andy Warhol.

A fictional Andy Warhol discusses career highlights as he 
introduces readers to the existential question “What is art?” 
The story unfolds in a nonlinear fashion with loose-lined illus-
trations of Warhol’s life. Early on the artist asks readers: “What 
does a real artist look like anyway?” From there, the story veers 
from career highlight to career highlight, hitting the Camp-
bell’s Soup series, the Marilyn Monroe silkscreens, the Velvet 
Underground (not mentioned by name), and Interview maga-
zine. Along the way, the fictional Andy challenges readers to 
consider the paradigms of fame, art, and celebrity. It’s a cool 
challenge, but it’s also one that may be a little too hip and a little 
too glib for readers. Like the real Warhol, the book drops names 
without explanation and then flits on to a different topic as if 
it’s a little bored with the old one. The short, blasé sentences 
and questions to readers that assume answers combine into a 
slightly condescending tone that might be very Warhol but isn’t 
very engaging in a biography section. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Andy Warhol once said, “I am a deeply superficial person,” 
and he sure comes across that way. (author’s note) (Picture book/
biography. 8-10)

HOME FOR THE HOLIDAYS
A Little Book About the 
Different Holidays That Bring 
Us Together
Manning, Craig
Illus. by Kwiat, Ernie
Sourcebooks Wonderland (40 pp.) 
$10.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-7282-4024-4 
Series: Sesame Street Scribbles 

Sesame Street characters gather together to celebrate select 
turn-of-the-year holidays.

Rather than describe specific practices or origins in his 
clumsily constructed rhyme, Manning hammers on the titular 
theme and on general feelings of love and togetherness all the 
way to an inevitable “there’s no place like home.” He leaves it 
up to the “grown-ups” addressed in closing crib notes to identify 
the eight holidays highlighted in turn in Kwiat’s set of cartoon 
feasts and frolics. Throughout, secular customs and symbols 
get far more play than religious contexts, and the entry for the 
Lunar New Year (following a description of the calendrical one) 
retains the parochial header “Chinese New Year.” However, the 
gloss for “Thanksgiving” does acknowledge similar celebrations 
in other parts of the world, and the inclusion of Eid al-Fitr, 
Kwanzaa, and Diwali alongside Christmas and Hanukkah in the 
roster likewise signal a generally multicultural outlook. Cameos 
from stars like Pino (Big Bird’s blue Dutch cousin), Lily the Chi-
nese tiger cat, and hijab-clad Zari expand the already-diverse 
Sesame Street cast. Younger audiences may be less drawn in by 
the topic than the challenge of naming all the puppets that put 
in appearances here (there’s no key), but the festive tone is at 
least appropriate for the season. 

Points for offering a broad picture even if the presentation 
is nothing to write home about. (Informational picture book. 4-6)

MEENA LOST AND FOUND
Manternach, Karla
Illus. by Price, Mina
Simon & Schuster (192 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-5344-8614-0 
Series: Meena Zee 

Nine-year-old Meena practices being 
good at friendship even when her friends 
want something she doesn’t.

Meena loves the Finders Keepers 
Club and the way they share treasures. Her cousin Eli shows 
off cool plants; her best friend, Sofía, describes the birds she’s 
seen; and Meena reveals treasures she’s found in the trash. But 
she doesn’t understand why Sofía and Eli aren’t excited about 
the same things she is. Don’t they want to build clubhouses 
out of recycling with her? Meena knows she’s supposed to lis-
ten to what her friends actually want, but that’s so hard. Sofía, 
a brown-skinned bilingual girl in a Spanish-speaking family, 

“Genuinely compassionate about finding empathy 
for others in the face of one’s own sadness.”

meena lost and found
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has real problems: Her cat is missing, her dad’s lost his farming 
job, and she might have to move to California. As Meena grows 
ever more jealous and angry about her friends’ distraction, she 
responds by collecting more and more trash—until her mother, 
concerned about hoarding, stages an intervention. Meena, illus-
trated as White along with the rest of her family, has epilepsy, 
beautifully represented as just another aspect of her life; she 
takes medication and knows it would be mean to prank her par-
ents with a fake seizure, but her worries are about her garbage 
treasures and Sofía, not her seizures. All Spanish is italicized.

Genuinely compassionate about finding empathy for oth-
ers in the face of one’s own sadness. (Fiction. 7-10)

ANIMALS TO THE RESCUE!
Amazing True Stories From 
Around the World
Markle, Sandra
Millbrook/Lerner (56 pp.) 
$31.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5415-8122-7 
Series: Sandra Markle’s Science Discoveries 

Even animals can be heroes, as evidenced by these true-life 
accounts from around the world.

These stories of animals rescuing people and other animals 
come from interviews with survivors and animal trainers. Mar-
kle draws readers in with a suspenseful tale of a whale saving a 
researcher in the South Pacific from an aggressive tiger shark 
and concludes with a heart-tugging picture of a dog comfort-
ing a child whose home in Peru has been destroyed by fire. In 
between, chapters introduce a lamb who comforts orphaned 
African large mammals, giant pouched rats who find buried 
land mines, a guide dog who came between her owner and an 
oncoming mini school bus, dogs who find survivors in destroyed 
buildings and under avalanches, other dogs who guard a penguin 
sanctuary, elephants who help clean up after a tsunami, and a cat 
who attacked a dog threatening a child. She describes the train-
ing of “HeroRATs” in considerable detail and includes callout 
boxes on endangered rhinos, land mines, rescue-dog training, 
and the lives of little penguins. This prolific nonfiction writer 
and confessed animal lover knows how to choose stories and 
details that will appeal to her readers, writing clearly and engag-
ingly. Pronunciation for some names is provided in context, and 
the text is liberally supplemented with photographs and maps 
(sadly, nearly illegible blue silhouettes on a dark purple back-
ground) showing generally where the stories take place. 

Nicely varied collection and a perennially popular subject. 
(author’s note, glossary, source note, further reference, index, 
photo credits) (Nonfiction. 7-10)

ACE TAKES FLIGHT
McCarthy, Cory
Clarion Books (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-358-26507-8 
Series: B.E.S.T. World, 1 

In the year 2048, an 11-year-old boy 
eager to begin a new life at his dream 
school has a rude awakening.

Ace Wells has long dreamed of 
attending the Biological Enhancement 

Systems Technology Program, or B.E.S.T., in which cadets 
enter tracks to receive augments that enhance their bodies and 
minds. Regular school was never easy for Ace—his brain doesn’t 
focus like other kids’—but B.E.S.T. isn’t all he imagined either. 
He soon makes an enemy; almost gets eaten by Otis, an AI ele-
vator; loses his assigned group of cadets during orientation; and 
manages to alienate his illustrious boxmates, Grayson (son of 
the founder of B.E.S.T.), Leo (superstar BESTBall player), and 
Jayla (top of her cadet pack and recipient of a rare augment). 
Frustrated that his dream is crumbling, Ace slowly realizes that 
being himself and playing to his strengths may be more advan-
tageous than he thought. Just as Ace gets assigned to his dream 
track and is back in good graces with his boxmates, life takes a 
turn that makes him question everything he thought he knew 
about B.E.S.T. This futuristic adventure will appeal to readers 
with its inclusive approach to gender identity, family structure, 
and neurodiversity. The author pulls readers into a brisk, third-
person narrative about a world where people’s characteristics 
are augmented to achieve great things. White Ace has two 
moms; Jayla and Grayson are Black; and White, nonbinary Leo 
uses a wheelchair.

Fast-paced, imaginative, and refreshing. (pick your perfect 
aug) (Science fiction. 8-12)

HEALING BREATH
A Guided Meditation Through 
Nature for Kids
Meyer, William
Illus. by Jacobs, Brittany R.
New World Library (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-60868-746-6  

This guided meditation begins with a comforting note from 
the author validating climate anxiety and other concerns.

According to this opening text, the purpose of the book is 
to help readers cope with worry “about the future of our planet,” 
which will, in turn, “empower” them to take action. The medita-
tion begins by asking readers to get comfortable and to notice 
their breathing. The author asks them to observe whether their 
breath is “short,” “long,” “deep,” or “shallow.” Next, the author 
compares readers’ breathing to the push and pull of the ocean, an 
exercise that leads to a more complex visualization of different 
aspects of nature. Readers are asked to picture themselves on a 
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beach, then floating over a coastline, a grassland, and a jungle. 
After moving up and up ever higher—so high, in fact, that they 
are on top of towering mountains—readers are asked to imagine 
the people on Earth, such as fishermen, herders, and farmers. 
Finally, readers descend back to the forests, fields, and deserts—
then plunge into the center of the Earth, where it is calm and 
peaceful and possible to just breathe. The book’s illustrations 
are striking and feature characters with diverse skin tones and 
hair textures, including one dark-skinned child who wears hijab. 
The words are lyrical and comforting, and the images that the 
meditation conjures are both kid friendly and relaxing. 

A poetic and beautifully illustrated meditation. (Picture 
book. 3-6)

ART OF PROTEST 
Creating, Discovering, 
and Activating Art for 
Your Revolution
Nichols, De
Big Picture/Candlewick (80 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-5362-2325-5  

“This book will encourage and equip 
[readers] to use art as a language and 

instrument that can help…champion [their] chosen cause.”
Beginning on a personal note, Nichols breaks down her 

involvement in the Black Lives Matter movement in Missouri, 
starting in 2014, and uses this jumping-off point to widen the 
scope to thoughtfully balance personal accounts of protest with 
a wider global perspective. In straightforward, accessible lan-
guage she takes readers through the history of visual media for 
social change through the past and into the modern day, ending 
with speculation on where current trends will take protest art in 
the future. Appropriately packing the text with graphics from 
several artists displaying unique visual styles, author and artist 
Nichols prepares the next generation of young art activists with 
a comprehensive guide to the inextricable relationship between 
protest and art. Inspiring, pop-color illustrations highlight five 
youth climate activists around the world. Featuring examples 
of work and quotes from the likes of Ai Weiwei, Nina Simone, 
Diego Rivera, and Keith Haring, Nichols arms young readers 
with basic introductions in reading visual information—includ-
ing color associations, common symbology, typography, and 
popular formats such as zine making, screen printing, and—
escaping the two-dimensional—various protest demonstra-
tions. Abundant contextual information pairs beautifully with 
encouragement to engage—safely—with protest in a variety of 
ways suited to civic-minded young artists.

Nichols is sure to inspire an entire generation of new 
“artivists.” (Nonfiction. 10-18)

CANDIDLY CLINE 
Ormsbee, Kathryn
Harper/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-06-305999-3  

A 13-year-old queer girl dreams of 
being a musician in this coming-of-age 
story.

Cline Louise Alden, who was named 
after Patsy Cline, lives in Paris, Kentucky, 
with her waitress Mama, who believes 

in practicality, and Gram, who encourages her love of music, 
particularly older songs from women country singers. When 
Cline learns of an upcoming singer/songwriter workshop in 
Lexington, she’s determined to go even if she has to keep it a 
secret from Mama and find a way to come up with the $300 fee. 
The workshop is both inspiring and intimidating, while Sylvie, 
Cline’s assigned partner who prefers rock music, gives Cline all 
sorts of nervous and excited feelings. The story skillfully tackles 
varying Christian beliefs about sexuality, Gram’s Alzheimer’s, 
the family’s financial struggles, and shifting friendships. While 
the plot is propelled by Cline’s musical journey, it’s the capti-
vating character of Cline herself that makes the book shine, 
although many secondary characters are notable in their own 
rights. Cline’s confident, candid, and immensely endearing nar-
rative forms the heartbeat of the book as she learns to be both 
vulnerable and strong. Readers with passion and big dreams will 
be able to relate. It’s refreshing that Cline has no internal strug-
gle about her sexuality; her concerns are about how and when 
to share her identity with others. Cline is White; Sylvie’s mom 
is from Mexico and her father is White and American, and side 
characters bring additional diversity to the story.

Destined for the spotlight. (Fiction. 9-13)

MAMA, WHAT IS THE NIGHT?
Padmanabhan, Manjula
Illus. by the author
Tulika/Trafalgar (24 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 1, 2021
978-93-5046-944-6  

A young protagonist asks various 
nocturnal creatures the same question: 
What is the night?

The earthworms don’t seem sure how to answer, presum-
ably because they live underground and can’t tell the difference 
between day and night. The same is true of jellyfish, who have no 
brains; the octopus, who experiences the world through touch 
rather than sight; and bats, who use their senses of hearing and 
smell to navigate the dark world. Other creatures, however, have 
more distinctive answers. The owl, for example, defines night as 
a time to hunt for prey, while the night-blooming cereus defines 
night as the time to bloom (unsurprisingly), and fireflies define 
night as a time to find their friends. The best definition comes 
from the brown-skinned, curly-haired protagonist’s mother, 

“Destined for the spotlight.”
candidly cline
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who defines night as a time for enjoyment and love of all kinds. 
The book’s rhyming text is heartwarming, but the verse often 
feels clunky and repetitive. The layout is confusing, as the text 
is both set in a clear type on a separate page and woven, some-
times in a hard-to-read decorative type, into the illustrations, 
which do little to extend the text. However, the premise of the 
story is sweet and clever, and it serves as an effective vehicle for 
introducing young readers to nocturnal creatures. Additionally, 
the story exposes children to the idea of multiple perspectives, 
which is a cornerstone of learning about empathy. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

An imperfect introduction to the night world. (Picture book. 
3-5)

LIARS’ ROOM
Poblocki, Dan
Scholastic (240 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-545-83007-2  

A blended family moves into a spooky 
house—but is it really haunted or not?

Things just haven’t been the same 
for twins Stella and Alex Hill since their 
father passed away. The latest big change: 
moving from Brooklyn to Wildwyck, a 

former boys’ school in the Catskill Mountains, with their mom, 
stepfather, and stepbrother, Simon. Simon’s nonstop ghost sto-
ries get on the twins’ nerves—and creep into Stella’s dreams. 
But those same stories earn Simon popularity among his fel-
low fifth graders, while the sixth grade twins have a hard time 
making any new friends. Strange humming, menacing shadows, 
writing on the wall, and pranks that go awry add fuel to the sib-
lings’ feud. The more the family learns about their new home, 
the more they question what’s really going on at Wildwyck—
and how to stop it. Poblocki’s latest is a ghost story wrapped 
up in a mystery and featuring just-right doses of familiar horror 
elements. While there are some terrifying moments, the best 
scares in this text come from the unsettling distortion of truth. 
Juggling multiple perspectives, the third-person narration—at 
times deliciously unreliable—allows readers to slowly piece 
together the actual events. Though there is eventual resolution, 
lingering questions add a satisfying punctuation mark to this 
suspenseful tale. All the major characters are White; a side char-
acter is cued as Black.

Sibling rivalry with delightfully disconcerting twists. (Para-
normal mystery. 8-12)

ONLY MARGARET
A Story About Margaret 
Wise Brown
Ransom, Candice
Illus. by Lawson, Nan
Eerdmans (56 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-8028-5508-4 
Series: Incredible Lives for Young Readers 

Halley’s comet brightened the skies 
when Margaret Wise Brown was born.

Brooklyn-born Brown went on to blaze trails, too, and dem-
onstrated her quirky personality early on, once toting a rabbit in 
a basket onto a train. (This rabbit became a talisman, as Brown 
wrote 26 books whose titles bore the words bunny or rabbit.) 
After her college magazine published one of her pieces, a pro-
fessor urged Brown to become a writer. In 1934, she moved to 
New York City and took a writing course at Columbia Univer-
sity; losing confidence, she switched to a teacher’s college. Ulti-
mately, Brown decided against teaching and settled on writing 
children’s books—then an unusual pursuit. This was “a happy 
accident” for both her and children’s literature. Brown traveled 
around the U.S. and world, eventually purchasing a house on 
an island off the Maine coast; she died in Nice, France, in 1952, 
aged 42. This simple, straightforward biography emphasizing 
Brown’s strong personality in lyrical language may arouse inter-
est among Brown fans but only vaguely skims the surface. The 
author broaches Brown’s bisexuality by mentioning in the nar-
rative that Brown and the female poet Michael Strange “became 
very close” and in the notes that she was engaged to a man. The 
colorful, somewhat naïve illustrations don’t attempt verisimili-
tude. Brown is White, as is most of the supporting cast. 

A supplement to Brown’s own charming books. (author’s 
note, timeline, partial list of Brown’s books, selected bibliog-
raphy) (Picture book/biography. 5-8)

DAUGHTER OF 
THE DEEP 
Riordan, Rick
Illus. by Naidu, Lavanya
Disney-Hyperion (352 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-368-07792-7  

A teenager faces seemingly insur-
mountable challenges in this riveting 
modern-day spinoff of Twenty Thousand 
Leagues Under the Sea.

For Ana Dakkar and her fellow ninth graders at Harding-
Pencroft Academy, there is nothing more momentous than the 
weekend trials each student must ace at the end of freshman 
year. Students who fail to showcase their survival skills are asked 
to leave the academy, a heavily guarded place Ana has thought 
of as home since the mysterious deaths of her parents. Though 
Ana’s brother, Dev, is a senior, what happens at trials is such a 
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closely guarded secret that no one in her year knows what to 
expect. While her group is out on the water for their trials, 
Harding-Pencroft is demolished in an attack orchestrated by a 
rival school. As Ana and her classmates discover that the events 
depicted in Jules Verne’s classic novels were real, Riordan’s life-
long love of the source material is clear—especially when Ana 
learns information that will help her find a way to protect the 
group. A foreword by Roshani Chokshi introduces this adven-
ture that is both great entertainment and centers a well-devel-
oped protagonist who is thoughtfully shown dealing with loss. 
Ana is of Bundeli Indian descent, and her group of peers, who 
are diverse in various ways, experience losses and struggles of 
their own. (Final illustrations not seen.)

A riveting novel that will have readers rooting for its star. 
(Harding-Pencroft Academy guide, cast list) (Adventure. 10-14)

¡MAMBO MUCHO MAMBO!
The Dance That Crossed 
Color Lines
Robbins, Dean
Illus. by Velasquez, Eric 
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5362-0608-1  

Traces the history of the mambo, the 
Latin jazz dance with such a thrilling beat everyone, regardless 
of color, danced to it.

Dynamic text goes hand in hand with vibrant, motion-filled 
illustrations to tell the story of the Latin sound that swept 
through New York and then the country in the 1940s and ’50s. 
Dancers whirl and twirl across double-page spreads as people 
from different neighborhoods followed the 1940s rules: They 
danced but did not mix. “Italians danced in Italian places,” and 
so it was with Puerto Ricans, Black people, Jews, and so forth. 
“Then came a band called Machito and His Afro-Cubans” with 
“a brand-new sound called Latin Jazz.” It “was music for the 
head, the heart, and the hips,” and everyone danced to it—but 
they still did not dance together. Then, “in 1948, the Palladium 
Ballroom broke the rules” by opening its doors to everyone. 
People came from all over the city and listened and danced to 
this bold new music that transcended ethnic and racial lines: the 
mambo. In an author’s note, readers learn that a number of the 
characters introduced are real people who went on to become 
well-known mambo dancers. In keeping with the title of the 
book and the spirit of the dance, cast members represent differ-
ent ethnicities and races. The book publishes simultaneously in 
Spanish, with a translation by Georgina Lázaro.

Exuberant, just like the dance. (resources) (Informational 
picture book. 7-10) (¡Mambo mucho mambo! El baile que atravesó la 
barrera del color: 978-1-5362-1335-5)

AT THE HEIGHT OF THE MOON
A Book of Bedtime Poetry 
and Art
Ed. by Roeder, Annette & Baverstock, Alison 
& Cunningham, Matt
Prestel (160 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-3-7913-7480-2  

The poetry of bedtime in words and 
images.

Divided into six sections that examine various aspects of 
sleep (“Dreamland,” “Mind Ablaze,” and “Creepy Crawlies and 
Things That Go Bump in the Night,” for instance), this anthol-
ogy pairs a variety of topical poems with a curated group of 
famous paintings meant to capture the moods expressed by the 
poets. It’s an exciting idea, especially as poetry is often incor-
rectly perceived as serious and intimidating. Sadly, though, the 
result of this curation is a Eurocentric period piece that rein-
forces more stereotypes about poetry than it dismantles. Prac-
tically every artist represented is White (Utagawa Hiroshige, 
represented by two works, is a lonely exception), and every 
human face depicted, except those in Karl Friedrcih Christian 
Welsch’s Crossing the Desert at Sunset, is White. There is equally 
scant diversity among the poets. Children should be exposed 
to poetry and artwork, but when every major museum in the 
free world is engaged in conversations about equality, represen-
tation, and inclusivity, this book isn’t going to open any doors 
or advance any conversations. This is a title destined to collect 
dust in a gift shop—not to engage readers looking to learn more 
about art and its various forms of expression. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Put it back to bed, it’s underslept. (Poetry. 8-12)

SCRIBBLES, SORROWS, AND 
RUSSET LEATHER BOOTS
The Life of Louisa May Alcott
Rosenberg, Liz
Illus. by Sudyka, Diana
Candlewick (432 pp.) 
$22.00  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-7636-9435-7  

A richly detailed account of the life, 
family, and career of a renowned woman 
of letters.

Though she goes a little overboard in the sound-bite quote 
department—as biographers of this author are wont to do since 
the Alcotts and many of their friends were compulsive diarists 
and letter writers—Rosenberg generally avoids getting bogged 
down in fussy details. The result is a fresh and free-flowing char-
acter study of “a real-life heroine” gifted not only with versatile 
authorial chops, but a powerful sense of family responsibil-
ity and an uncommonly generous spirit. Family tragedies and 
Alcott’s own slow death from (probably) mercury poisoning get 
full play, but the overall tone is relatively bright; her experiences 

“Exuberant, just like the dance.”
¡mambo mucho mambo!
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as a nurse in a Civil War hospital are quickly brushed in as 
source material for her Hospital Sketches, for example. Her vari-
ous supposed (but never verified) romantic flings get so much 
speculative attention that Rosenberg’s prim “and in the end 
it is not our business” is amusingly disingenuous. Likewise, 
the profitable “gothic and romantic” works, which readers are 
frequently reminded the subject herself labeled rubbish, are 
described by Alcott as “gorgeous fancies” on a later page. Still, 
readers bemused by the contradictions will be no less moved 
for being entertained. Alcott’s progressive views (and a possible 
family connection with the Underground Railroad) are noted 
in the narrative. Chapters are prefaced by Sudyka’s full-page, 
naïve-style illustrations that evoke the historical setting.

A grand tale for present fans and future ones, too. (source 
notes, bibliography) (Biography. 12-15)

RETURN OF THE 
UNDERWEAR DRAGON
Rothman, Scott
Illus. by Oswald, Pete
Random House Studio (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-593-11992-1
978-0593-11993-8 PLB 
Series: Underwear Dragon 

Tiny Sir Cole (newly knighted, of course) embarks on his 
latest adventure: to teach the Underwear Dragon how to read.

In need of an assistant, Sir Cole, who presents White, 
writes an open letter soliciting applicants. The missive inspires 
a long line of wannabe knights, from “jousting jugglers” to “twin 
candy hoarders.” Rather than deal with the whole assistant-
hiring business, Sir Cole decides to go on a walk. The many 
“No Dragons Allowed” signs he sees cause him to realize that 
the Underwear Dragon might not know how to read. Sir Cole 
sets off. When the tiny knight knocks on the cave door, the 
Underwear Dragon (still reeling from his defeat in Attack of the 
Underwear Dragon, 2020) initially refuses to talk to Sir Cole. 
“That’s right. Underwear Dragons get embarrassed.” Donning 
a duck disguise, the Underwear Dragon accedes to Sir Cole’s 
request and begins the hard work of learning how to read. 
Eventually, frustrations take over, and the Underwear Dragon 
flies off on a rampage. Right when Sir Cole readies to give up, 
hope arrives in the form of Claire, a knight-in-waiting Black girl 
armed with an Outwit Dragon kit. Packed with similar strands 
of humor as its predecessor, although perhaps with a few more 
potty jokes thrown in, Rothman and Oswald’s delightful sequel 
rightly captures the thrills and vexations afflicting all new read-
ers. Now it’s the Underwear Dragon’s turn in the spotlight, and 
shine he does. The stylized artwork, meanwhile, retains its abil-
ity to provoke laughs and sympathy in equal measure.

Hooray for the Underwear Dragon! (Picture book. 4-8)

GLADYS THE MAGIC CHICKEN
Rubin, Adam
Illus. by Rex, Adam
Putnam (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-593-32560-5  

A ravenous chicken leads the humans of the Ancient Times 
on a riotous romp.

Gladys begins her life as a dancing chicken living on a moun-
tain with a Shepherd Boy, but her knack for being in the right 
place at the right time launches her on an incredible adventure. 
Touted as a magical wish-granting chicken, Gladys is spoiled, sto-
len, gifted, and bartered, until she finds her unlikely way home. 
Maybe Gladys is magical, maybe not, but either way, there’s no 
doubt that few chickens have led such an exciting life as she! 
Written with a cheeky tone, this offbeat story puts a modern 
spin on exaggerated archetypal characters known only by their 
capitalized titles, including a Traveling Merchant, the Brave 
Swordsman, the Learned Princess, and the Fearsome Pirate. An 
unnamed narrator adds humor that will appeal to elementary-age 
kids as well as adults. “Ancient Times” dialogue set on unfurling 
scrolls adds another comedic layer—as does Gladys’ penchant 
for “plooping” out an egg when faced with a surprise. Gladys’ 
rainbow-tinted plumage is set off by equally vibrant background 
hues. The painterly illustrations mix full- and double-page art 
with smaller, sequential artwork to achieve a cinematic effect. 
Melodramatic facial expressions and body language bring the 
characters, depicted with a range of skin tones, hair colors, and 
body types, to life. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Flamboyant illustrations, unexpected adventures, and 
larger-than-life characters anchor this zany read-aloud. (Picture 
book. 5-10)

EDDIE WHATEVER
Ruby, Lois
Carolrhoda (264 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-5415-7918-7  

An Oklahoma tween finds unex-
pected community.

Eddie is overscheduled. Between 
middle school, Hebrew school, baseball, 
robotics, and bar mitzvah classes, he’s 
got a full plate—and now he also has to 

complete a mitzvah project as part of his bar mitzvah. So, when 
his mom signs him up to volunteer at a small, local assisted liv-
ing facility, Eddie feels just as cantankerous as the residents he 
meets at Silver Brook Pavilion. Thrown into the community 
with no structure and minimal guidance, he’s bored—until 
small valuables belonging to the residents begin to go miss-
ing. Some residents think it’s a ghost, while management is 
convinced that Eddie is the prime suspect. Along with a friend 
from his b’nai mitzvah prep class and the help of his robotics 
club, Eddie determinedly solves the mystery, getting to better 
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know and even befriend the residents along the way. A subplot 
in which Eddie learns about one resident’s traumatic experi-
ence in the Holocaust is handled with care, as are family ten-
sions surrounding Eddie’s father’s unemployment. A realistic, 
affectionate relationship with his younger sister is a delightful 
bonus. Short chapters and snappy first-person narration give 
this wide appeal. Characters default to White, although some 
background characters are implied to be people of color, and 
many characters are Jewish.

An enjoyable intergenerational story. (Fiction. 9-13)

IF YOU WANT TO KNIT 
SOME MITTENS
Salas, Laura Purdie
Illus. by Matteson, Angela
Boyds Mills (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-62979-564-5  

Colorful mittens require 18 steps of preparation, but they 
are a toasty warm reward.

A redheaded, pale-skinned, freckled kid and an older, 
bearded figure with the same coloring are at an apple stand when 
the kid spots a sheep—and home they all go in their pickup 
truck. The sheep spends the winter in a cozy red barn with a pig 
and a hen, playing games and snuggling under a blanket. Spring 
brings a shearing, followed by cleaning, carding, and spinning. 
By now the process for crafting a pair of mittens is up to step 
No. 8, which is selecting a color to dye the yarn. This requires 
planting and tending marigolds, the chosen color source. And 
this requires a long wait. Dyeing the wool, knitting the mit-
tens, and enjoying the winter are the very enjoyable results. The 
sprightly, colorful illustrations portray a smiley kid and equally 
happy animal friends who sip drinks, jump rope, and go down-
hill skiing and sledding. (There is a disclaimer on the copyright 
page concerning any injuries that might occur should readers 
try this with their own sheep.) The notably helpful sheep at 
the end sports its own matching hat, complete with pompom. 
While the actual knitting is confined to a couple sentences, the 
author does show that the sheep-to-mittens hands-on process 
involves many steps. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An enjoyable crafty excursion. (Picture book. 4-7)

PICTURING A NATION 
The Great Depression’s 
Finest Photographers 
Introduce America to Itself
Sandler, Martin W.
Candlewick (176 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-5362-1525-0  

In 1935, as part of its effort to support farmers, the Resettle-
ment Administration (later renamed the Farm Security Admin-
istration) began a photography program.

With remarkable foresight, project administrator Roy Stryker 
recognized that the photographers should move beyond the 
stated goal of photographing government agents providing aid: 
He instructed his talented team to create images that “introduced 
America to Americans.” The best American photographers, many 
unemployed, participated, crafting achingly honest images of des-
peration and hope, many of which later became iconic. Later Stryker 
would prevent the destruction of the huge archive of photographs at 
a time when few recognized its value as both a historical record and 
as brilliant art. Sandler has gathered together both familiar images 
and ones less often reproduced,  most in black and white but some in 
color. A general overview of the project is followed by sets of photo-
graphs arranged by region. Each group is accompanied by an intro-
duction that provides context by describing issues significant to the 
area. Informative captions can be challenging to read, displayed in 
small white font on a dark background. Although the text is both 
accurate and engaging, the greatest value of this effort may be in 
reaching those who just browse the beautifully reproduced images 
that are outstanding in depicting both challenges and the heroic 
human response in a difficult time. Profiles of the photographers 
(almost all White, save for Gordon Parks, an African American) 
enhance an already excellent presentation.

Stunning. (source notes, bibliography, photo credits, 
index) (Nonfiction. 11-adult)

AS THE DEER FLIES
Savage, Doug
Illus. by the author
Andrews McMeel Publishing (144 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-5248-6475-0 
Series: Laser Moose and Rabbit Boy, 4 

In a forest of oddball animal superhe-
roes, what will happen next?

From the idiosyncratic brain of online 
cartoonist Savage comes another episode 

in the action-packed adventures of Laser Moose and Rabbit Boy. 
Minimal text and colorful, simplified illustrations once again 
meld together in a story that feels at once off-the-cuff and quirk-
ily inventive, and while it’s not exactly Shakespeare, this zany 
selection is sure to make readers laugh and will leave those who 
love animal stories, simple adventure, kooky humor, and wacky 
wordplay clamoring for more. Like the others in the series, this is 
reminiscent of an old-school comic strip. The offbeat tale begins 
with a very confused eagle and an exhilarated deer (or was it vice 
versa?) and includes a plunge from a cliff, a brain swap, a clue-
less scientist, a devious villain, funny and familiar heroes, and, of 
course, a triumph over evil. What could be sillier or more fun? 
A science lesson about tree rings and an engaging activity round 
out the story and may lead youngsters to take another look at the 
natural world. A nice choice for reluctant readers as well as any-
one who loves funny books, cartoons, or comics.

A rambunctious addition to a fun-filled series that will 
make even the most solemn reader crack a smile. (Graphic 
adventure. 6-10)

“An enjoyable crafty excursion.”
if you want to knit some mittens
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STRETCHY AND BEANIE
Schachner, Judy
Illus. by the author
Dial Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-593-11161-1  

Will the friendship of Stretchy McHandsome and Beanie 
McBright survive Beanie’s bossiness?

In this sequel to Stretchy McHandsome (2019), every 
McBright sibling has adopted one of the McHandsome cats. 
Beanie’s relationship with Stretchy, though, is special. Each of 
these two gingers has one green eye and one blue—but there’s 
more! They’re ferocious together, they stretch and scratch and 
curl up together. Beanie decides to make Stretchy into a per-
fect pet. Stretchy, however, is uninterested in learning math or 
dance, he hates the harness, and he’s infuriated by the stroller. 
The lightheartedness of the art, full of clever details for astute 
readers to discover, puts a comforting spin on a more serious 
tale. Stretchy, frightened by Beanie’s aggressive affection and 
enthusiasm, expresses anxiety like any real-life cat. “He acted 
out, he climbed the drapes, / and made the carpet wet.” Art and 
verse alternate between playful silliness and showing the sincere 
worry of a little girl learning to be gentle with her pet. The nine 
McBrights are illustrated as a racially diverse family with a range 
of skin tones and features, and one child uses a wheelchair. 
Beanie herself present White. (This book was reviewed digitally.) 

Delightful reminder that having a pet differs from parent-
ing “a troop of teddy bears.” (Picture book. 3-7)

THE DOG’S MEOW
Schusterman, Michelle
Scholastic (240 pp.) 
$6.99 paper  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-338-61804-4  

A kitten just wants to be a part of the 
dog sled team, and a 12-year-old girl just 
wants to fit in with her peers.

The summer before seventh grade 
has been hard on Mina since her best 
friend, Emily, hasn’t had any time for her 

and is now hanging out with the more popular girls. Making the 
most of things, Mina has put her efforts into creating T-shirts 
of her favorite band to sell at the Fairbanks farmers market 
alongside her father, who has been promoting his Alaskan dog-
sledding expeditions. On the way home from the market one 
day, they discover Nukka, a lonely kitten, alone on the side of 
the road. As Nukka is welcomed into the family, she begins 
to believe that she is a husky and is frustrated when she isn’t 
allowed to do all the things the rest of the pack does. Chapters 
alternate between the perspectives of Mina, Nukka, and the 
lead sled dog. This heartwarming, high-interest book for animal 
lovers captures the feelings of what it is like to be left out, ulti-
mately concluding with a satisfying ending as Mina is able to 
find new friends who appreciate her talents and Nukka gets the 

chance to prove she can bring something unique to the dog sled 
team. Human characters seem to be White by default. 

A sweet story about finding your role in the pack. (Fiction. 
8-11)

THE ICE HOUSE
Sherwood, Monica
Little, Brown (352 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-316-70534-9  

The Freeze changed everything: 
Winter has lasted for months and might 
herald a new ice age, and nobody knows 
how it’s going to end—all sixth grader 
Louisa wants is answers. 

Stuck in her apartment with her 
firefighter dad, little brother, and mom while grieving the loss 
of her grandmother, Louisa’s life feels oppressive. Downstairs 
live her father’s best friend, Brian; his wife, Alesha; and their 
son, Luke. When Brian suffers an accident that causes memory 
loss, Luke, Louisa’s classmate and estranged former best friend, 
needs escape too. Despite the tension, they set to work build-
ing a house of snow and ice in their backyard but soon discover 
strange magic inside it that could change the course of both 
their lives. While parallels can be drawn with current events, a 
greater strength lies in accepting the Freeze as a problem to be 
taken on its own terms. Sherwood shows with gentleness and 
realism how happiness, creativity, and humor exist alongside 
tragedy and upheaval. People’s lives carry on even as Louisa, 
Luke, and their families find those lives, in their well-realized, 
unnamed city, unimaginably altered. Louisa is a pragmatic hero, 
interested in architecture and problem-solving. Through her 
family and renewed friendship with effusive, kind Luke, she 
realizes that even the worst changes can be built around and 
healed from. Most main characters read White; Luke is biracial 
(Alesha is Black and Jamaican, and Brian is White).

A timely exploration of climate, grief, and change. (Eco-
fantasy. 8-12)

TUNDRAS
Sill, Cathryn
Illus. by Sill, John
Peachtree (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 8, 2021
978-1-68263-233-8 
Series: About Habitats 

The 10th in the Sills’ About Habitats series tackles the tun-
dra biome, which covers about one-fifth of the Earth’s land.

“Cold, dry areas with no trees,” tundras are largely found 
in polar regions and near the summits of very tall mountains. 
The text addresses some of the adaptations plants and animals 
require to live in the tundra (low-growing, clumped plant spe-
cies, animals with warm feathers or thick fur, for example). In 
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summer, when the tundra snow melts, animals can raise their 
young and find plenty to eat. Two final pages address threats: 
“Tundras are in danger because of pollution, rising tempera-
tures, and harm to the land caused by too much building. // Tun-
dras are important places that need to be protected.” As in the 
previous entries, Cathryn Sill provides simple, straightforward 
text in a large font on left-hand pages, while John Sill provides 
watercolor artwork on right-hand pages. Strengths continue 
to be the marvelously detailed, lifelike pictures and the careful 
identification of each subtype of habitat (here, Arctic, Antarc-
tic, and alpine) and its plants and animals. The series’ largest 
weakness, though, is that further vital information about each 
illustration plate is buried in the aftermatter, forcing interested 
readers, whether curious lapsitters or older readers looking for 
information, to flip back and forth. 

This solid addition to an established series covers an often 
overlooked habitat. (glossary, bibliography) (Informational 
picture book. 3-7)

A RAVEN NAMED GRIP
How a Bird Inspired Two 
Famous Writers, Charles 
Dickens and Edgar Allan Poe
Singer, Marilyn
Illus. by Fotheringham, Edwin
Dial Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-593-32472-1  

An expanded version of one of the 
several solutions to the Mad Hatter’s riddle about how a raven 
is like a writing desk: Poe and Dickens wrote on both.

It’s a neat literary anecdote, though, as more than one raven 
was involved, Singer has to fudge it a bit. It seems that Charles 
Dickens kept a succession of pesky ravens as pets, all named 
Grip. The first he turned into a character in Barnaby Rudge and 
then had stuffed and mounted when it died. The second was 
incorporated into a painting of the author’s children that he 
took with him on an American tour—where Poe saw it in Phila-
delphia and, being a struggling writer who, as the narrative puts 
it, “needed a hit,” penned a certain renowned poem. The rest 
is history. Adding the occasional inscribed Nevermore to tempt 
listeners to chime in, Fotheringham outfits the two gently 
caricatured White men and several racially diverse gaggles of 
laughing children in period clothing and sends multiple ravens, 
all bearing the same cocky smile, fluttering through the illustra-
tions. Along with added-value closing notes on the ravens of the 
Tower of London (many named Gripp) and the corvid clan in 
general, this genial account closes the circle by following Grip 
I down the years to its current, permanent home…in Philadel-
phia. It seems only right. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Just a footnote—but worth treasuring for its very unlike-
liness. (bibliography, web sites) (Informational picture book. 8-10)

LOUIE AND BEAR IN THE 
LAND OF ANYTHING GOES
Smith, Brady
Illus. by the author
Penguin Workshop (160 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-593-22415-1  

It’s hard to say which is the most 
appealing creation in this graphic novel.

The flying heli-phants have propellers on their backs. The 
high-four trees slap creatures’ palms. The main characters are 
nearly as interesting. Louie, the new kid in his town, was trans-
formed into a skilled wrestler after he traveled through a magic 
portal. His hamster, Scooty, who came with him, has grown 
so large that he asks people to call him Bear. That’s one of the 
main rules of the Land of Anything Goes: You’re transformed 
into whatever you were thinking about when you arrived, which 
means one character has the head of a chicken. (Many charac-
ters are animals, but Louie and chicken-headed Cluck appear 
White; their friend Tooty has light-brown skin and turquoise 
hair.) Large sections of the story are so wonderfully strange that 
they’re nearly impossible to describe, but this being a fantasy, 
there’s a prophecy: Louie will save everyone from the villain. 
Unfortunately, the book is almost too imaginative. There are 
too many brawls, too many new creatures, and way too many 
poop jokes. Déjà vu sets in. But the toilet humor leads to a note 
of great wisdom. About the cacacapoop (which looks like a 
hilarious parody of the Jabberwock), Cluck says: “If you name 
something that’s really scary a funny name, it makes that thing 
less scary.”

This adventure story may be as exhausting for the readers 
as for the adventurers. (Graphic adventure. 8-12)

SONG FOR JIMI 
The Story of Guitar 
Legend Jimi Hendrix
Smith Jr., Charles R.
Illus. by Rodriguez, Edel
Neal Porter/Holiday House (56 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-8234-4333-8  

Smith gives light, air, and sound to the life story of an unpar-
alleled musician who moved to his own rhythms.

Arranged in five multipage “verses” of poetry with an 
“outro” and “interlude” to reflect Hendrix’s blues, this fas-
cinating biography offers a feast for the ear as Smith tells of 
Hendrix’s childhood rife with parental conflict, his mother’s 
traumatic departure, his father’s denigration of his music, and 
Hendrix’s need to escape a life of exclusion and ostracism. After 
flying with the Army’s Screaming Eagles, Hendrix often found 
himself at odds with his bands because of his individualism and 
drive to play solo. Smith describes him as “a git-tar magician, / 
a sonic tactician, / a Picasso with a pick / painting in the blues 
tradition.” Rodriguez’s artwork uses heavily saturated reds, 

“Smith gives light, air, and sound to the life story of an 
unparalleled musician who moved to his own rhythms.”

song for jimi
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yellows, and (appropriately) blues to create scenes that reveal 
how music-possessed Hendrix was. Whether illustrating a 
young Hendrix’s playing a broom as if it were a guitar or pluck-
ing “the fireworks exploding in his head,” Rodriguez’s gritty, 
oil-based woodblock paintings effectively capture Hendrix’s 
passion, drive, and genius. Smith describes wanting to conclude 
with a “moment of triumph…to celebrate the unique individual 
who inspired me.” And he does: With his “show-stopping tricks 
/ …behind-the-back, between-the-legs, / teeth-plucking licks,” 
Hendrix set his guitar on fire and “showed the world / how to 
kiss the sky.” (This book was reviewed digitally.)

This creative, impassioned, in-your-face biography is as on 
fire as Jimi Hendrix’s guitar. (author’s note, biographical time-
line, personal playlist, discography, references) (Picture book/
biography. 8-14)

SECOND SLEEP 
Stanley, Diane
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(288 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-06-265803-6  

The second sleep of the night is often 
the sweetest.

Twelve-year-old Max’s mom has dis-
appeared, leaving only a cryptic voice-
mail message saying that she’s OK and is 

going to help an old friend. He and his 8-year-old sister, Rosie, 
go with Mozelle, their maternal grandmother, to help clean out 
her family cabin and distract themselves. Expecting a boring 
week (no Wi-Fi!), Max is surprised to meet Lila, who is a fast 
and loyal friend, and her friends: Lenny, Dee, and shy, artistic 
Henry. But he realizes he only sees them when he falls into his 
second sleep, the period of rest after a middle-of-the-night spell 
of wakefulness, during which he enters into a magical dream 
world—or is it? Fun nights, but slow days, are interspersed with 
concern about his mother, as no new information comes to light 
about her whereabouts. Getting to know his new friends better, 
Max thinks he might see a link between them and his mother’s 
disappearance. Max’s attempts to solve his present tie directly 
to figuring out his mother’s past, something he cannot accom-
plish on his own. This is a book for those who love adventure, 
mystery, and journeys to self-realization. It’s a story with depth 
and heart, with fully fleshed out characters and, even though 
the opportunity is there, a delightful lack of cynicism. Charac-
ters present as White.

At once magical and rooted in reality, an engaging story of 
life, love, family, and heart. (Fantasy. 8-12)

THE SOCCER ENCYCLOPEDIA
Stead, Emily
Welbeck Publishing Group (128 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-78312-571-5  

A soccer-themed trivia book that 
aims to kick off a love of the beautiful 
game.

Soccer fans who are anxiously await-
ing the 2022 Men’s World Cup in Qatar 

may be tempted to brush up on their knowledge of the sport 
with this officially licensed FIFA “encyclopedia.” Unfortu-
nately, the Fédération Internationale de Football Association 
may know a lot about soccer, but they don’t seem to know a lot 
about creating encyclopedias. There’s a fair amount of infor-
mation presented to readers, but it’s more a scattershot spray 
of trivia than a properly organized reference source. Read-
ers expecting alphabetically organized entries, for instance, 
will find themselves stymied by a topical approach that finds 
the Copa América filing before the Africa Cup of Nations in 
a survey of “Major Tournaments” that leads off with (natch) 
the FIFA World Cup. (There is an index with entries in teeny-
tiny type.) The book jumps in this fashion from topic to topic, 
covering the crowded pages with more photographs of soccer 
stars than actual facts. Common footie jargon is used but not 
defined, which may leave newer fans and curious readers with 
more questions than answers. A source list buried in the front 
provides sparse online references. Soccer captures the hearts 
and imaginations of millions; it’s a shame this book will let so 
many of them down. 

Red-card it, ref! (Nonfiction. 8-12)

AMOS MCGEE MISSES 
THE BUS 
Stead, Philip C.
Illus. by Stead, Erin E.
Roaring Brook Press (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-250-21322-8  

A welcome return of the kindly, Caldecott-winning zoo-
keeper and his animal friends.

As in A Sick Day for Amos McGee (2010), the gentle zoo-
keeper ends up receiving care from the very animals he tends. 
The stories’ shared sentiment of mutual responsibility and care 
is one well worth repeating, and here it’s delivered in a book that 
stands on its own but benefits from familiarity with the original. 
This time, Amos McGee doesn’t need the animals’ help because 
he’s sick; instead, they come to his aid after a series of mishaps 
caused by his excitement about a planned outing. At the begin-
ning of the story, the gangly, White zookeeper’s happy anticipa-
tion keeps him awake at night in a homey setting that will be 
familiar to readers of the first book, with its yellow-striped wall-
paper and quaint furnishings. Overtired the next day, he dozes 
at the breakfast table and misses the bus. In his subsequent rush 
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to the zoo, poor, groggy Amos McGee loses his satchel and a 
favorite hat. Once there, he’s so worn out that he literally falls 
asleep on the job. This is when the animals pick up the slack, 
with Philp C. Stead’s understated text detailing the responsibili-
ties they earnestly assume, while Erin E. Stead’s sensitive, warm 
illustrations infuse subtle humor into the scenes. Pages depict-
ing a tortoise’s earnest perambulation are perfectly paced. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Amos McGee is back, right on time. (Picture book. 3-6)

THE UNDERDOGS
West, Tracey
Illus. by May, Kyla
Scholastic (160 pp.) 
$6.99 paper  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-338-73272-6 
Series: Underdogs, 1 

Bucking three years of failed attempts, 
four neurodiverse pooches set out to pass 

their first K-9 exam at Barksdale Academy in this series opener.
Team Comeback’s distractible pups face daunting chal-

lenges: Nova’s motivated but clumsy; Harley’s fast but distract-
ible; Duke’s powerful but risk averse; mischievous Peanut hates 
getting his fur muddy. Nova feels their failures keenly, her older 
sisters having earned Best in Show. With the agility test loom-
ing, she creates a team practice course for test prep, ignoring 
valuable advice from fluffy-but-brainy Athena. Practice goes 
poorly: Harley abandons her promising start to chase a squirrel; 
Duke, who can’t control his fear of heights, ends in a mud pud-
dle, splashing a horrified Peanut. Discouraged, Nova confides 
in Granny Goldenfur, famous for her “pup talks.” Granny’s wise 
advice includes setting achievable goals instead of comparing 
oneself to others. Reluctant to relinquish her dream, Nova dou-
bles down on practice sessions. Not all characters with disabili-
ties struggle; Ollie, who uses a canine wheelchair, is a Barksdale 
high achiever. However, Team Comeback’s invisible challenges 
are compounded by inflexible expectations that overvalue and 
reward compliance with rigid and (for some) unattainable stan-
dards, failing to encourage and honor creative accommoda-
tion strategies. In an influencer-saturated culture, the message 
couldn’t be more timely: Nurturing diversity involves redefining 
success. (Finished art not seen.)

Laced with pun-filled humor, this high-spirited tale deliv-
ers its food for thought refreshingly free of preachiness. (Fic-
tion. 7-10)

WINTER LULLABY
White, Dianne
Illus. by Kaulitzki, Ramona
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-5362-0919-8  

As winter approaches, a little bear 
tries to avoid hibernation.

With cool winds blowing, skies gray-
ing, and geese honking farewell, Mama tells Small Bear, “It’s 
time for bed.” Watching Mouse scurry by, Small Bear asks, “If 
she’s not sleeping, why must I?” Even Chipmunk’s awake gath-
ering nuts. Mama explains that Mouse is rushing to rest in her 
grass nest and Chipmunk’s storing nuts before going to sleep. 
When Small Bear sees Skunk and Hare awake and romping 
together, Mama adds that soon Skunk will slumber underground 
and Hare will weather winter in a hollow log. Spying Badger 
and Old Racoon, Small Bear argues again to stay awake. Mama 
tells Small Bear that Badger and Racoon will also sleep soon. 
But Small Bear just doesn’t want to hide inside all winter. Mama 
finally convinces Small Bear that bears need to sleep in winter so 
they can awaken to spring. Composed in rhyming couplets, the 
spare text evokes autumn’s final days, preparations for winter 
hibernation, Small Bear’s reluctance to accept hibernation, and 
Mama’s patient responses. Simple, quiet illustrations executed 
in a soft, elegant, swirling style trace the transition from tawny 
autumn’s bareness to early winter’s silvery wonderland. Scenes 
of Mouse, Chipmunk, Skunk, Hare, Badger, Racoon, and, 
eventually, Small Bear and Mama snuggling safely inside their 
respective cozy winter dens should provoke useful parallels and 
opportunities for parents to cajole their little ones to sleep. 

Reassuring, inviting bedtime fare. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE LONGEST 
LETSGOBOY 
Wilder, Derick
Illus. by Chien, Cátia
Chronicle Books (48 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-4521-7716-8  

A dog savors one last outing with his little girl, remember-
ing puppyhood and simple pleasures before passing, while their 
love lives on, enriching and inspiring new adventures as they 
unfold. 

Floppy-eared and graying, an old dog rises to still find won-
der in the world—from the fireball sun and puffer clouds to the 
swirly wind and a good old stretch—but it’s his forever friend, 
Little, who makes him “wigglewag” with joy. As the brown-
skinned child with her black mop of hair calls out “Letsgoboy!” 
memories of leaping and chasing squirrels surface. The dog gazes 
upon this remarkable world and “wuffwuffs” his farewells, and 
Little gives him her tightest “lovesqueeze.” Under a luminous 
sky, he closes his eyes, and twilight blue bursts into a dazzling 
kaleidoscope, and he can “runjump” again. He sees the family 

“Laced with pun-filled humor, this high-spirited tale delivers its 
food for thought refreshingly free of preachiness.”

the underdogs
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mourn and the seasons change, until one spring Little is on a 
“letsgoboy” with a new puppy. Happy to feel her joy, he joins her 
in spirit, knowing they are each other’s friends forever. Mixed-
media illustrations masterfully play with scale, composition, 
and perspective; and Chien’s use of simple, exploratory shapes 
and patterns creates enchanting characters and landscapes full 
of energy, peace, and transformation. Told from the dog’s per-
spective, the playful and poignant text offers an arc beautifully 
visualized by Chien, whose palette choices flex with the narra-
tive. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Stunning, tender, and brilliant. Readers will laugh and 
cry—but most of all love. (Picture book. 3-adult)

GUESS WHAT!?
Willems, Mo
Illus. by the author
Disney-Hyperion (96 pp.)
$12.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-368-07093-5
Series: Unlimited Squirrels, 4

The Unlimited Squirrels hit the 
beach—“squirrel-style.”

When three squirrels stick their 
heads through the frame to say hello, Zoom Squirrel bursts out: 
“GUESS WHAT!?” Surprised, the three squirrels collapse in a 
heap. Zoom Squirrel reveals that they are “going to the beach in 
seven days.” The countdown continues day after day as Zoom 
Squirrel hypes their trip through song, dance, and bragging. 
But when Wonder Squirrel wonders what Zoom Squirrel will 
do at the beach, Zoom Squirrel’s excitement turns to nervous-
ness. Zoom Squirrel doesn’t know what to do! When beach 
day finally comes, Zoom Squirrel’s pals show what they like to 
do: playing in the sand, playing with the beach ball, and play-
ing by the water. Zoom Squirrel tries it all. Nothing works out. 
But what’s one “bad day” after a “great week” of anticipation? 
As with others in the series, Willems’ fourth entry reads like a 
variety show with one “BIG Story” followed by short one-offs. 
Excellent comedic timing, expressive cartoon characters, and 
corny jokes keep the tone light and fun. Color-coded speech 
bubbles, “emote-acorns,” and bolded words help support read-
ers in their decoding. The metafictive ending will give them a 
sense of accomplishment. Series fans won’t encounter anything 
new besides the countdown, which cleverly helps reinforce the 
concept of time. The “Beach Day!” and “Research Rodent!” 
pages add nonfiction elements and direct readers to the series 
website for more information.

A ray of sunshine—for readers and (most) squirrels. (sheet 
music) (Early reader. 5-8)

GOOD NIGHT STORIES 
FOR REBEL GIRLS
100 Real-Life Tales of Black 
Girl Magic
Ed. by Workneh, Lilly
Rebel Girls (240 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Sep. 28, 2021
978-1-953424-04-4 
Series: Good Night Stories for Rebel Girls 

A collection of short biographies of 
Black women through the ages and around the world who found 
ways to resist limits imposed by society.

These thumbnail sketches provide a look at the diverse 
areas in which Black women have achieved success. Some are 
well-known historical figures, such as journalist Ida B. Wells, 
known for her crusading work against lynching in the Ameri-
can South. Seventeenth-century Queen Nzinga of Ndongo 
and Matamba in present-day Angola resisted Portuguese slave 
traders. Trailblazing political voices include Shirley Chisholm 
and Vice President Kamala Harris. Mamie Phipps Clark was an 
African American psychologist whose research was an impor-
tant factor in deciding Brown v. Board of Education. She is an 
example of women whose work had impacts on societal change 
but who may not have received sufficient recognition. Overall, 
the focus seems to be on the unexpected and individual strivers, 
with many stories demonstrating the role of persistence. Envi-
ronmentalist Kristal Ambrose founded the Bahamas Plastic 
Movement to protect marine life in her home country. The arts 
are well represented—MC Soffia is a dark-skinned, 17-year-old 
Brazilian rap artist who performed at the opening ceremonies 
of the 2016 Olympics and speaks out against colorism—as is the 
sporting world. The spirited narratives, each one page long, are 
compelling and are accompanied by vivid color portraits cre-
ated by Black and nonbinary illustrators from around the world.

A fresh, inclusive, and inspiring collective biography. 
(minibiographies, interactive materials, glossary, about the 
authors, illustrators, resources) (Nonfiction. 8-12)

TANGLED UP IN LUCK 
Wyatt, Merrill
McElderry (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-5344-9579-1 
Series: Tangled Mysteries, 1 

Can a popular athlete and the class 
oddball find $13 million worth of missing 
19th-century jewels?

Sloane—aka Slayer Sloane, the Vol-
leyball Queen—really, really doesn’t want 

to do the class project with Amelia, who dresses up in costumes 
and makes melodramatic YouTube videos. Amelia doesn’t care 
about staying under the radar like a normal seventh grader, which 
makes her a target of bullies. But Amelia does have some pretty 
good ideas about how to handle the assignment: namely, solving 
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“the Mysterious Case of the Missing Jewels.” Way back in 1887, 
two best friends in rural northwest Ohio had a falling out: Thomas 
Kerr, circus clown and carpenter, stole fabulous jewels from mil-
lionaire Jacob Hoäl, after which both men died in the same tragic 
train crash. As the secrets of the past unfold, the girls (who are both 
White) learn of two tragic and angry families in which people in 
generation after generation died young. Even as their friendship 
grows, a foreshadowing narrator makes clear they’ll eventually be 
brought to a dangerous crisis. The moral journey, unambiguous but 
not cloying, builds to a crescendo featuring a cinematic monologue 
as satisfying as hot soup on a cold day. The unraveling of the town’s 
mysterious past is evocative of Louis Sachar’s Holes.

Funny, cheering, and narratively fulfilling. (Mystery. 9-12)

THE CANDY DISH
Yamada, Kobi
Illus. by Lirius, Adelina
Compendium (36 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-970147-59-9  

A little girl receives a very special gift, 
but she is not entirely satisfied.

When the pretty covered dish appears, 
the girl lifts its lid and finds one piece of candy. It is absolutely deli-
cious, making her feel like the freedom and playfulness of a sum-
mer day. Of course she now wants more, but the lid will not open 
again no matter how she tries. She doesn’t feel fortunate to have 
received this gift—only upset that she can’t have more candy. The 
next morning she is surprised when the box easily opens to reveal a 
new piece of candy, even more delicious, filling her with playful joy. 
But the frustration of the day before returns as she unsuccessfully, 
even violently, attempts to get another piece of candy. The third 
day sees her planning to throw the box in the trash in utter defeat, 
but the lid once again opens, and she is gifted with another candy. 
But this time she reacts differently. From the beginning the narra-
tor lets readers know that this girl is both unique and just like any 
other child. As the tale unfolds there are gentle admonishments 
about the girl’s sense of entitlement and the absence of gratitude or 
appreciation. When she finally understands her amazing gift, she 
delights in it and realizes that each piece of candy is like each day of 
her life, to be savored gratefully. Lirius’ lovely and ethereal illustra-
tions bring Yamada’s loving philosophical lessons to life. The girl 
has loose, dark curls and light-brown skin; overall, the palette is 
dominated by blues, yellows, and browns. 

A sweet, magical tale with a tender life lesson. (Picture book/
fantasy. 4-8)

A PERFECT DAY 
Yerkes, Jennifer
Illus. by the author
Eerdmans (44 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-8028-5577-0  

A day that “begins in peaceful har-
mony” erupts into a summer storm that 
is likened to a symphony. 

Fine-lined illustrations in colored pen-
cils capture a morning in nature. It’s a soothing, onomatopoeic 
adventure, a “melody” that runs through the day: Birds chirp; crickets 
go “Cree-cree!”; wasps buzz; frogs croak; and snakes hiss. Suddenly, 
there is a “Whoosh!” of wind; thunder crashes, and lightning strikes. 
A hard rain falls. With simple sentences, Yerkes transforms the storm 
into a musical performance. The gathering winds are drums rolling; 
the thunder is cymbals crashing; and the driving rain is the “maracas 
mark[ing] the rhythm.” The delicate linework is especially captivat-
ing: Graceful apricot lines swirl to become a paper wasps’ nest; ele-
gant circles in sky blue make room, within the page’s negative space, 
for a frog’s lily pad; a fox, whose copper-colored fur pops off the page, 
wanders through delicate, feathery grasses; and spreads with vertical 
lines dominating (tree branches reaching for the sky and tall grasses) 
begin to lean right as the winds pick up. Readers are then treated to 
a beguiling full-bleed, wordless spread of the driving rain—a series 
of parallel diagonal lines, creating gradients in color (shades of blues 
and lavenders) and space. Spreads are expertly composed with a bril-
liant use of white space that lets the story breathe. When the rain 
subsides, a vividly colored yellow bird shakes water off its feathers on 
this “perfect summer day.”

Exquisite. (Picture book. 3-9)

OFF-LIMITS
Yoon, Helen
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-5362-0731-6  

After their father leaves the room, a 
young child turns an ordinary home office into a covert play-
ground of joy and wonder.

Despite the sign that clearly marks the home office as “OFF-
LIMITS,” a young child seizes the opportunity to explore the 
space unsupervised. Rationalizing their intrusion as harmless, 
the curious explorer then sneaks “one little teeny-tiny piece” of 
tape. This small transgression snowballs until a lamp, stapler, and 
the child themselves are covered in tape. Moving on, the intrepid 
decorator discovers paper clips and binder clips. These are linked 
together to form joyous loops that circle around the child like a 
choreographed ballet. The pièce de résistance comes with the 
discovery of small, pastel sticky-notes that create a kaleidoscopic 
riot of patterns and color. This delightful tale highlights the 
power of play and the satisfaction of enjoying something forbid-
den. The simple text gives a sweet, inquisitive voice to the child. 

“A sweet, magical tale with a tender life lesson.” 
the candy dish
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The cartoonish style featuring exaggerated facial expressions 
and body movements reinforces the hyperbolic tone and good-
natured humor of the story. Throughout this escapade, there is 
an underlying tension that the child might get caught as the situ-
ation escalates. However, the conclusion shows that pretend play 
is both empowering and universal. The child has dark brown hair 
and medium-toned skin; the father has blond hair and light skin.

Timely and familiar, an endlessly charming ode to imagina-
tion and enjoying guilty pleasures for the preschool set. (Picture 
book. 3-7)

ONE MEAN ANT WITH FLY 
AND FLEA AND MOTH
Yorinks, Arthur
Illus. by Ruzzier, Sergio
Candlewick (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-7636-8396-2 
Series: One Mean Ant 

Yorinks and Ruzzier’s ant, fly, and 
flea—with the help of a moth—success-
fully escape Jim’s Flea Circus.

In this third and final installment of the life of One Mean 
Ant, the disgruntled ant is stuck performing circus acts with his 
friends, the fly and the flea (introduced in the second volume, 
One Mean Ant With Fly and Flea, 2020). Their “death-defying” 
acts, performed for audiences anemic in size, have them feeling 
like prisoners. But the ant devises an escape plan, one that incor-
porates the dimwitted moth who performs in another of Jim’s 
acts. In a nail-biting escape, they break free—and even keep an 
eye out for one another in the process: “They were friends, after 
all.” The author seamlessly and succinctly summarizes the plot 
of the first two books, so that any reader meeting these char-
acters anew will not be confused. The characters’ dialogue is 
lively, the humor in their arguments stemming from their over-
riding personality traits—the choleric ant; the peacemaking but 
rather dense fly; the frustrated flea; and the addled moth—with 
the ant getting so frustrated that he repeatedly bangs his head 
on the floor. There is much humor in Ruzzier’s depictions of 
these googly-eyed characters, particularly in the ant’s furrowed 
brows and the moth’s constant state of bewilderment. Their 
determination to save one another in the end is made all the 
more poignant by the book’s lack of sentimentality. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A satisfying end to an entertaining series. (Picture book. 4-10)

NEW YEAR
Zihan, Mei
Illus. by Leng, Qin
Trans. by Yan, Yan
Aldana Libros/Greystone Kids (56 pp.)
$18.95  |  Nov. 23, 2021
978-1-77164-731-1

A father shares heartfelt reflections 
about his adult child in a distant land.

Told from a middle-aged man’s point of view, this illustrated 
book details the deep emotions and ambivalence of a father 
who is at once proud of his daughter’s achievements and inde-
pendence, yet wistful over how quickly she has grown up and 
lives too far away to celebrate Spring Festival with him. From 
Beijing to Paris, visual vignettes carry a monologue that pivots 
between his reminiscences of her childhood and observations 
of her current life as a literary translator and a wife. On a macro 
level, this volume portrays a sliver of China’s modern reality in 
which individuals become global citizens as the result of their 
international educations and choices to remain abroad. As a 
work in translation, the text preserves traditional attitudes and 
biases in food cultures that ring true for the narrator’s position-
ing. His declarative conclusion to “make yourself a feast and 
enjoy it with Sylvain” signals the father’s reconciliation with 
their ongoing separation yet feels abrupt given how much he 
misses her “delicate, still childlike voice.” Readers might won-
der how the otherwise nameless Daughter—or the adult female 
dining with her father—would respond to his self-absorbed 
musings. The lovely artwork features sketches and snapshots 
juxtaposed against plain backgrounds that accentuate the nos-
talgic spreads.

A sentimental holiday story told by a parent as he learns to 
let go. (Picture book. 6-9)



young 
adult

LISTEN, LAYLA
Abdel-Magied, Yassmin
Penguin Random House Australia/ 
Trafalgar (288 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Nov. 1, 2021
978-1-76089-606-5  

Following 2019’s You Must Be Layla, 
this sequel takes readers on a journey with 
Layla, an intrepid middle child of Suda-
nese origin living in Brisbane, Australia.

The novel references events in the 
previous book, such as Layla’s school suspension, but read-
ers do not need to be familiar with the first book to fully 
understand this one. Fourteen-year-old Layla, or Laylz as 
her friends call her, has a single goal: to travel to Germany 
and win an annual international inventors’ competition. 
Her dream is seemingly derailed, however, when news of her 
maternal grandmother’s hospitalization in Sudan compels 
the family to drop everything and fly out to join Habooba 
Samira, the family matriarch, despite the country’s political 
protests. Most pages include words or expressions from Ara-
bic, immersing readers in a setting that reflects the hybrid 
reality the main character inhabits; non-Arabic speakers can 
look words up in the glossary or work out the meanings from 
the context. The story includes a lot of rich background 
information about Sudanese culture, including cuisine and 
traditional foods; ancient history; current political events; 
and social issues, such as gender equality—as well as discuss-
ing immigrant identities and the dilemmas faced by those 
who feel caught between cultures. Layla’s experiences offer a 
refreshing lens on subject matter that is of wide interest, but 
the narrative struggles under the weight of details, diluting 
the central storyline.

A rich multicultural narrative that struggles to keep the 
main plot in focus. (Fiction. 12-15)

THE WORDS IN MY HANDS by Asphyxia ......................................102

SKIN OF THE SEA by Natasha Bowen ............................................. 103

ALL OF US VILLAINS by Amanda Foody & 
Christine Lynn Herman ....................................................................106

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

SKIN OF THE SEA
Bowen, Natasha
Random House (320 pp.)
$18.99 | $21.99 PLB  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-593-12094-1
978-0-593-12095-8 PLB
Series: Skin of the Sea, 1
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THE WORDS IN 
MY HANDS 
Asphyxia
Illus. by the author
Annick Press (388 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-77321-528-0  

Sixteen-year-old Piper McBride 
searches for her place as a Deaf person in 
a mildly dystopian hearing world.

In a near-future Australia, the prime 
minister is a puppet of the Monsanto-like lab-engineered food 
corporation Organicore. Most people eat Organicore’s nutri-
tionally balanced food products, believing the propaganda that 
“wild food” is dangerous. With food and fuel prices skyrocket-
ing and supplies tanking, Piper decides to learn how to grow her 
own food. She meets Marley, a CODA, or child of a deaf adult, 
who introduces her to Australian Sign Language and to his Deaf 
mother. Piper, a Deaf person raised oral (with lip reading), and 
Marley, a signing CODA, must each figure out their relation-
ships to the hearing and Deaf worlds and their relationship 
with one other. This gentle yet honest story is true to one Deaf 
experience and is a pleasure to read, with artistic designs on 
every page and full illustrations and personal touches scattered 
throughout. The text and illustrations also introduce readers to 
basic permaculture concepts, including how to start a compost 
pile and how to set up a mandala garden. Asphyxia skillfully 
interweaves subjects, including the diversity of Deaf language 
usage and access, Deaf interactions with the police, and hav-
ing a friend in an abusive relationship. Piper and all other main 
characters are White. 

A distressingly insightful vision of the future that also 
offers warmth and hope. (author’s note, art journal ideas, note 
on ASL and Auslan) (Dystopian. 13-18)

FEATHER AND FLAME
Blackburne, Livia
Disney-Hyperion (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-368-04822-4 
Series: The Queen’s Council, 2 

Mulan ascends to the role of empress 
and continues to fight against self-doubt 
and sexism.

After helping defeat the invading Hun 
army, Mulan has returned to her home vil-

lage and formed an all-female militia. Her life is forever changed 
when the emperor unexpectedly announces that she will be his 
heir. Mulan struggles with balancing her prevailing sense of duty 
to China against the loss of a future of her own choosing. This 
internal conflict is compounded by her feelings of insecurity and 
unworthiness. The emperor’s sudden passing thrusts Mulan into 
the role of empress far sooner than expected, and she faces chal-
lenges from the existing leadership and another potential war. 

With the aid of her ancestors and the Queen’s Council—spirits 
of female warriors who came before her—Mulan begins to trust 
herself and her leadership abilities. Quickly paced and full of 
action, this fantasy adventure includes numerous fight scenes 
and battles. Mulan’s empowering journey is believable and, while 
readers may not be in doubt of the ending, still satisfies. Famil-
iar events from the animated movie are revisited, such as her 
romantic connection with fellow soldier Li Shang and her male 
alter ego disguise, Ping. The story highlights real ancient Chinese 
heroes, such as Fu Hao and Xun Guan, even as the initial premise 
of Mulan’s being named heir is only possible in fiction.

Stays true to the Disney canon while adding depth and 
maturity. (Historical adventure. 12-18)

BLUEBLOOD
Blackman Malorie 
Illus. by Barrett, Laura
Haymarket Books (32 pp.)
$17.95  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-64259-577-2 

Wealthy and confident Nia, a jewelry 
designer for the rich and famous, has 
everything going for her. 

All she needs is the perfect partner. Nia’s past relationships 
have ended for mysterious reasons. Despite the warnings of her 
brothers, Nia swiftly becomes engaged to new paramour Marcus. 
Rumors about him abound, and he has his own history he’d rather 
keep hidden. Perhaps Marcus is a bit strange, with his blue-black 
beard and controlling ways, but as long as he follows Nia’s one 
rule, they should be fine: don’t, under any circumstances, enter 
her private workroom in the basement. Told in Marcus’ and Nia’s 
alternating third-person perspectives, the story neither quite 
works as a shorter tale or as a sketch of what could be a fuller 
novel, falling somewhere unsatisfyingly in between. The charac-
ters lack depth and come across as ideas rather than real people. 
While it touches on interesting ideas about abuse and a woman’s 
autonomy in marriage, the work doesn’t do so strongly enough to 
make a lasting impression. However, Blackman’s feminist twists 
on the lesser-known fairy tale “Bluebeard” are interesting, and a 
climactic reveal raises intriguing questions about legacy and vio-
lence that would be fascinating if explored further. Barrett’s deli-
cate, eerie shadow cutout illustrations are nice additions to the 
unsettling atmosphere. Characters are racially ambiguous. 

An unusual retelling that doesn’t quite cohere. (author’s 
note) (Fiction. 13-adult) 
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LIFETIME PASSES
Blas, Terry
Illus. by Aguirre, Claudia
Abrams ComicArts (160 pp.) 
$23.99  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-4197-4666-6  

Kingdom Adventure is a home away 
from home for Jackie, so the risk of los-
ing it compels her to hatch a devious 
plan.

To some, Kingdom Adventure is just 
an amusement park, but for Jackie it is a treasured place, some-
where she visited with her parents before they were deported 
to Mexico, leaving her behind with her DACA dreams. When 
Jackie learns she may be losing her park pass because her aunt 
can’t afford to renew it, she cooks up an idea to get a lifetime 
pass. Rumor has it that if you are with someone who dies while 
at the park, you get free admission for life. Jackie happens to 
have access to seniors through the facility where her Tía Gina 
works, and she proposes a program through which she and her 
friends will accompany the elderly residents on theme park vis-
its. Time spent with their park guests turns out to be a far better 
reward than lifetime passes, however. Through their connec-
tions with the seniors, Jackie and her friends grapple with their 
values, identities, and what it means to belong. Brief and fast-
paced, this graphic novel packs an emotional punch. Although 
the length and accessibility may particularly appeal to reluctant 
readers, wide audiences will find much to enjoy. The clean, col-
orful, visually appealing art expresses the characters’ emotions 
clearly and skillfully renders the broadly diverse cast members.

An endearing ode to special friendships. (Graphic fiction. 
13-18)

SKIN OF THE SEA 
Bowen, Natasha
Random House (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-593-12094-1
978-0-593-12095-8 PLB 
Series: Skin of the Sea, 1 

A mermaid seeks to appease the 
Supreme Creator after a rescue attempt 
goes awry. 

Saved by the goddess Yemoja and 
turned into Mami Wata, a mermaid charged with granting safe 
passage to the souls of enslaved people who are thrown into 
the sea, Simidele, a teenager with brown skin and eyes and dark 
curls, still holds the memories of her family and life on land even 
though she is now one with the water and its creatures. When 
Simi instead saves the life of a boy who is thrown overboard, she 
unwittingly enters into dangerous intrigue. She must return to 
land, suffering shooting pain in the soles of her feet as she trav-
els in her human form, to save lives from the cruel machinations 
of a power-hungry god. Excellent pacing moves readers through 

action-packed introductions to the brilliance and power of sur-
prisingly down-to-earth orisas—Yoruba gods and goddesses—
along with other deeply empathetic characters, each combating 
in their own way the trauma and horrors of the emerging slave 
trade. The vibrant focus on West African religious traditions 
organically enriches beloved, familiar elements—like another 
well-known mermaid, Simi will turn to seafoam if she acts on 
her love for a human—in a story bursting with innovative inspi-
ration, such as maps braided into hair that showcase West Afri-
can civilizations’ mathematical prowess.

A divine debut that explores the glories of West African 
myth, religion, and history. (author’s note, content note, fur-
ther reading) (Fantasy. 14-18)

THE BALLAD OF DINAH 
CALDWELL
Brauning, Kate
Page Street (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-64567-312-5  

In the late-21st-century Ozarks, a 
teen seeks revenge against the man who 
destroyed her family.

Seventeen-year-old Dinah lives a 
hardscrabble life with her mother and 

asthmatic younger brother, Warren. Their only saving grace 
is their well: As drought has ravaged the land, this precious 
resource allows them to barter with neighbors for food. But 
Gabriel Gates, a violent, corrupt landowner, won’t rest until he 
has dominion over Charlotte County; his latest show of intimi-
dation leaves Dinah’s mother dead, and, tragically, Warren dies 
too as he and Dinah run for their lives. Bent on making Gates 
suffer, Dinah hunkers down with Johnny, a boy who is also on 
Gates’ wanted list, in the caves he has converted into a home 
and moonshine distillery. The two scheme to take Gates down 
and reform local society with the help of others living on the 
fringes, but Gates is deeply embedded in county politics, law 
enforcement, and business, and it’s hard to know whom to 
trust. Dinah desperately misses Kara, her best friend and long-
time secret crush, and develops (requited) feelings for Johnny. 
The evocative worldbuilding and action-packed opening will 
suck readers in, and the monumental challenge Dinah faces 
will keep them reading even though the characters never feel 
well-rounded enough to deepen the emotional stakes. Most 
main characters are White; Kara has Dominican and German 
ancestry, and there is diversity in ethnicity and sexuality in the 
supporting cast. 

A thriller that takes on enduring questions of loyalty, ven-
geance, justice, and equity. (Dystopian. 14-18)

“A divine debut that explores the glories of West 
African myth, religion, and history.” 

skin of the sea



In our last issue, my colleague Lau-
ra Simeon wrote about both the joy 
she gains from listening to books on 
audio and some great middle-grade 
titles. The adoption of an extremely 
energetic dog has made me, too, an 
avid listener, my walks enlivened by 
the immersive experience of litera-
ture read aloud. This new habit has 
also given me a chance to get outside 
of my customary professional remit 

of books for younger children to splash about in the young 
adult pool. It’s been a blast; here are some of my favorite YA 
listens of the year.

Misfit in Love, written by S.K. Ali, 
narrated by Priya Ayyar (audio: Si-
mon & Schuster Audio; print: Salaam 
Reads/Simon & Schuster, May 25): 
Ayyar’s confident characterizations 
take listeners to the wedding of Jan-
na Yusuf’s beloved brother, Muham-
mad. It’s a busy weekend full of love 
and mishaps, and Janna’s affection for 
even the most flawed of her big, mul-
ticultural Muslim family and commu-
nity comes through loud and clear.

Home Is Not a Country, written 
and narrated by Safia Elhillo (audio: 
Listening Library; print: Make Me 
a World, March 2): Elhillo is both a 
Pushcart-nominated poet and a spo-
ken-word artist. Her mastery of both 
verse and its performance are on dis-
play in her mesmerizing reading of 
the story of 14-year-old Nima, who 
dances between Arabic and English 
as she navigates a post–9/11 United 
States as a poor, Muslim immigrant.

The Passing Playbook, written by 
Isaac Fitzsimons and narrated by 
Jamie K. Brown (audio: Listening 
Library; print: Dial Books, June 
1): Readers meet Spencer, a bira-
cial (Black/White) trans boy as 
he starts his sophomore year at a 
new school and goes out for soc-
cer. Brown’s narration is a perfect 
blend of enthusiasm and trepida-
tion as Spencer makes a place for 

himself on the team and finds himself falling for one of 
his teammates.

The Life I’m In, written by Sharon 
Flake, narrated by Bahni Turpin (au-
dio: Scholastic Audio; print: Scholas-
tic, Jan. 5): Readers first knew Char as 
the bully in The Skin I’m In (1998); here, 
the African American teen relates 
how a disciplinary trip to her grand-
parents turns into a harrowing or-
deal with a sex trafficker. Turpin gives 
voice to the complexity that makes 
Char a compelling character who’s un-
likable and makes all the wrong decisions—but whom read-
ers root for every step of her way.

Last Night at the Telegraph Club, written by Malinda Lo 
and narrated by Emily Woo Zeller (audio: Listening Li-
brary; print: Dutton, Jan. 19): Lily Hu, who dreams of space 
travel, falls for her Irish American classmate Kathleen Mill-
er in 1954 San Francisco. Their relationship takes her out of 
Chinatown to the titular lesbian nightclub, where she truly 
begins to explore her sexuality. Zeller’s sensitive narration 
nails the rich cultural milieus that Lily inhabits.

Concrete Rose, written by Angie 
Thomas and narrated by Dion Gra-
ham (audio: HarperAudio; print: Bal-
zer + Bray/HarperCollins, Jan. 12): 
Thomas takes readers back a genera-
tion from the events of The Hate U 
Give (2017) to introduce Starr’s par-
ents as high school seniors. Graham’s 
narration evinces equal parts bravado, 
exhaustion, and wonder as Maverick 
learns to nurture first his baby son 
and then his ambitious, pregnant girl-
friend, Lisa.

A Sitting in St. James, written by Rita Williams-Garcia 
and narrated by Machelle Williams (audio: HarperAudio; 
print: Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins, May 25): Williams-
Garcia populates her antebellum Louisiana plantation with 
an expansive cast of characters, Black, Creole, and White, 
whose entangled lives capture the complexity of U.S. his-
tory. In Williams’ agile narration, each character comes to 
life as a fully rounded—and fully implicated—human being.

Vicky Smith is a young readers’ editor.

YOUNG ADULT  |  Vicky Smith

Some Great YA Listens
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GOING VIRAL
A Socially Distant Love Story
Cicatelli-Kuc, Katie
Scholastic (304 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-338-74519-1  

Everything is harder during a pan-
demic, especially relationships.

It’s the first few months of the coro-
navirus outbreak. Claire, a high school 
junior, is quarantining with her parents 

in their Brooklyn apartment. What bothers Claire the most is 
being separated from Vanessa, her girlfriend of several months. 
They video chat at least once a day, but it’s not the same as seeing 
one another in person. Plus, they’ve started to argue. Between 
those frustrations, her mother’s getting furloughed, the ever 
present warnings about public safety, online classes, and think-
ing about colleges, Claire is having a rough time. In an effort to 
distract herself, Claire tries posting on social media about the 
first thing she sees outside her window—a girl reading on the 
fire escape across the street. As Claire continues to write about 
their socially distanced encounters, she rapidly gains follow-
ers who demand more content. But even Claire doesn’t know 
what’s going to happen next. This openly queer novel provides a 
perspective on the pandemic that centers characters who have 
the option of working and sequestering in stable home environ-
ments. For some readers, it may feel too soon to enjoy this story; 
for others, it may serve as a cathartic validation of their recent 
worries and internal struggles during horribly uncertain times, 
as it captures the anxious mood of this global crisis. The cast 
defaults to White.

A timely exploration of pandemic-related life stresses. (Fic-
tion. 14-18)

HUDA F ARE YOU?
Fahmy, Huda
Illus. by the author
Dial Books (192 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-593-32430-1  

Fahmy’s fictionalized graphic-novel 
memoir explores the complexities of 
identity and what it costs to be pleasing.

When Egyptian American Huda and 
her family move to Dearborn, Michigan, she finds that sud-
denly she is far from being the only hijabi in her school. At a 
loss, Huda realizes that she has always adapted to accommodate 
others instead of finding her own interests. Although she fears 
that her personality was defined by being different due to her 
hijab, she also doesn’t fit in with the hijabi athletes, gamers, 
and fashionistas at school or with her masjid peers, since her 
parents previously emphasized cultural assimilation. Even her 
position as the smart sister in her family is challenged as Huda 
faces academic challenges and a teacher who is hostile toward 

Muslim students. Fahmy comedically captures Huda’s embar-
rassing moments, conflicting desires for validation and accep-
tance, and the sarcasm she uses as a coping mechanism when 
facing everyday Islamophobia, xenophobia, bigotry, and micro-
aggressions. Neither does the author shy away from reflecting 
on Huda’s internalized Islamophobia, self-hate, and moments 
of cowardice as she grows and learns. Background Muslim char-
acters show different skin tones and female characters wearing 
different styles of hijab as well as those who do not. The full-
color artwork shows stylized, cartoon-style figures whose mini-
malistic features emphasize the emotions shown by their facial 
expressions. A variety of lettering styles signals background 
commentary, humorous asides, sound effects, and more.

Hilarious, charming, and much needed. (author’s note) 
(Graphic fiction. 12-18)

“Hilarious, charming, and much needed.” 
huda f are you?
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A HOT MESS
How the Climate Crisis Is 
Changing Our World
Fleischer, Jeff
Zest Books (192 pp.)
$16.99 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-5415-9777-8  

An in-depth discussion of how cli-
mate change is affecting our world.

Numerous recent publications for 
young readers address the topic of climate 

change. By now, much of the information provided here regard-
ing human causes is not new. However, the personal approach is: 
Fleischer begins with a discussion of Tuvalu, an island nation in 
the South Pacific that is losing land to climate change. In 2008, 
he traveled there on a journalism grant to study the effects on 
its inhabitants, including their fears about having to relocate 
when their country becomes uninhabitable, possibly within our 
lifetimes. The author then dives into an in-depth discussion of 

what climate change is; how climate change is impacting lives 
around the world; how it contributes to drought, fires, flooding, 
loss of habitat, and disease; and what can be done at this point 
to stop the damage. In summary, the book encourages young 
people to learn about these critical issues and then do some-
thing about them. To support his claims, Fleischer uses specific 
examples, recent scientific studies, maps, and informative side-
bars, such as a poignant story regarding a koala that was trapped 
in the devastating Australian bushfires of 2019 and 2020. Addi-
tionally, the author’s conversational tone that includes the occa-
sional pun will resonate well with the target audience.

A wealth of information and an engaging approach are cer-
tain to have a lasting impact. (source notes, bibliography, fur-
ther information, index, photo credits) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

ALL OF US VILLAINS 
Foody, Amanda & 
Herman, Christine Lynn
Tor Teen (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-250-78925-9 
Series: All of Us Villains, 1 

A bloody tournament will determine 
whose family controls the only high 
magick in the world.

Until someone spilled the city of 
Ilvernath’s dark secret in the anonymously authored book A 
Tradition of Tragedy, the world thought that the high magick 
was gone. Instead, seven families are locked into a curse tour-
nament, providing a child every 20 years to fight for exclusive 
control over it. Rotating third-person narration follows mon-
strous favorite Alistair (of the sinister and most winningest 
Lowe family), paparazzi darling and talented spellmaker Isobel 
(of the Macaslan family, who are viewed as distasteful vultures), 
brains-and-brawn underdog Gavin (of the Grieve family, a lost 
cause that’s never produced a winner), and born-for-heroism 
Briony (of the respected Thorburn family). Prior to the tour-
nament’s starting, exquisite worldbuilding shines as the char-
acters navigate family stories and outsiders trying to influence 
the tournament and deal with the spellmakers and cursemakers 
who equip the champions. One cursemaker in particular puts 
ideas in the aspiring champions’ heads about whether the tour-
nament’s curse can be changed—or broken. The competitors 
teeter wildly between heroism and villainy, especially once the 
tournament starts and their preconceived ideas of themselves 
and each other are challenged in lethal combat. Of the seven 
champions, Finley has dark skin and curly black hair, while the 
rest are pale; among background characters there’s ethnic diver-
sity and casual queer inclusion. 

So bespelling that the cliffhanger ending will feel like a 
painful curse. (Fantasy. 13-adult)
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BLAME IT ON THE MISTLETOE
Garrod, Beth
Sourcebooks Fire (368 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-72824-897-4  

Two social media influencers on 
either side of the Atlantic decide to 
switch places to boost followers—and 
learn some life lessons in the process.

Holly, a 16-year-old Brit, adores 
Christmas. She sends herself a card in 

advance every year and makes a 39-point Christmas-decorating 
list. But all the tinsel in the world won’t improve her mood after 
a bad boyfriend breakup. Meanwhile, in Alpine Peaks, New Jer-
sey, American Elle is working to increase the following of her 
new social media account, @OneElleOfATime, and helping her 
parents with their Christmas tree rental and decoration busi-
ness while struggling with the stress of yet another move. A 
challenge from another influencer to take part in a race to be 

the first to get 15,000 new followers propels the girls to engage 
in a life swap over Christmas. Holly’s and Elle’s alternating first-
person narratives are laugh-out-loud funny. The roller-coaster 
drama of their lives as they pursue this outrageous adventure 
while adapting to each other’s cultures, dealing with the stress 
of finding material to attract followers to their accounts, and 
meeting cute boys will keep the pages turning. The constant 
British versus American wordplay threading the narrative will 
appeal to many and will introduce non-British readers to holi-
day traditions such as mince pies, Christmas jumpers (sweaters), 
and pantomime. All main characters present White.

A festive story that shows that in the end it’s friends, not 
followers, who count. (Romance. 12-16)

“A festive story that shows that in the end it’s 
friends, not followers, who count.” 

blame it on the mistletoe
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In 2010, the Crunk Feminist Collective formed to 
promote a fresh brand of feminism for the hip-hop 
generation. The members envisioned accessible, in-
clusive, and relevant feminism centering Black and 
brown women, girls, and femmes, rooted in real-life 
experience, scholarship, and camaraderie. 

Now CFC co-founders Brittney Cooper and Su-
sana Morris, along with co-author Chanel Craft Tan-
ner, are bringing the good word to the next gener-
ation of budding feminists. Feminist AF: A Guide to 
Crushing Girlhood (Norton Young Readers, Oct. 5) 
is a feminist handbook and life guide for teens that 
Kirkus calls “a necessary life companion for readers 
of all backgrounds.”

“We thought that we would be like three dope 
aunties having a conversation with you about how 
to get your politics together and what it looks like 
to get your life together,” Cooper tells Kirkus about 
the aims of Feminist AF. “We just want to be in the 
mix, helping to figure that out. Not preaching at 
folks, not trying to tell people what’s what, but real-
ly to say, here are the things that have helped us, here’s the 

way feminism has been useful for us as we’ve gone through 
our lives.”

Cooper and Tanner recently spoke about Femi-
nist AF for an episode of Kirkus’ Fully Booked pod-
cast. Our conversation has been edited for length 
and clarity.

How is Feminist AF an extension of the Crunk 
Feminist Collective’s work?
Brittney Cooper: We have, as a collective, had a 
commitment to thinking about feminism across a 
life span. In 2011, we were doing workshops for teen 
girls in our communities; and then we have the op-
portunity to really have a conversation with a newer 
generation of feminists, those young folks who are 
coming along and figuring out their feminist poli-
tics. That’s what we do…and that’s really what this 
book tries to do.
Chanel Craft Tanner: These are our stories, these 
were our experiences. We had to learn how to crush 
girlhood, and whatever we can give to the genera-
tion coming behind us—it’s our duty, it’s our respon-
sibility, but it’s also our joy. There’s so much joy in 

WORDS WITH...

Brittney Cooper & Chanel Craft Tanner

The authors of the Feminist AF handbook show Black and brown girls how 
to “boss up” and find their voices
BY MEGAN LABRISE

Brittney Cooper

Chanel Craft Tanner

Ryan Lash
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loving on the girls that are coming up, and rooting 
for them, and seeing their growth, and just being 
able to say, “We want to really genuinely meet you 
where you are. But y’all got this. And y’all just need 
to know that there are people behind you that have 
you, that have your back, and that love you deeply.”

What’s one of your favorite sections or passages 
from Feminist AF?
BC: One of my favorites is actually one of the small-
est sections, a section on talismans. What is the 
thing you rock every day as a way to corral your su-
perpower? For me, that’s hoop earrings. I like think-
ing about those sorts of magic moments. But I also 
like the section on “Bossin’ Up” [being your best self; 
standing in your power], and we have some pretty 
good conversations about dating and relationships, 
too. And we give a little bit of advice about how to 
get your flirt on that I think folks will find useful.
CCT: “Bossin’ Up” was really fun to write and to 
read again. There’s a section in a chapter on resilien-
cy, where we end with a love letter to Black girls—to 
just let them know, you know, that we see them, we 
see that they are trying to survive in a world in which 
they weren’t meant to survive. And that it’s OK to feel 
that pain. And that, again, we love you and we got you. 
Reading that section—I get a bit emotional when I 
look at it, because of what Brittney just said—it was a 
book that I needed. I needed to see that when I was a 
girl. So I think that’s one of my favorite sections, be-
cause of the love that was involved in writing it.

Is there anything else you’d like people to know 
about Feminist AF?
BC: You know, I hope that folks won’t be put off be-
cause we’re crunk and, you know, we cuss a little bit 
like sailors. And we know that, quite frankly, young 
people use their words, too. So I hope that people 
embrace the spirit of this, which is being unapolo-
getic about who you are and who you’re trying to be 
in the world and what it means to have a voice. We 
want to be in the conversation with you, and this is 
an invitation to do that.
CCT: I’ll just say I think it would be a wonderful ex-
perience for mothers and daughters, for aunties and 
nieces, for you to read with your crew. And so I hope 
that folks think collectively as they think about pur-
chasing the book and how they want to engage and 

interact with it. I think it can be a beautiful bonding 
experience as well.

Editor at large Megan Labrise hosts Kirkus’ weekly pod-
cast, Fully Booked. Feminist AF received a starred 
review in the Aug. 1, 2021, issue.
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OUR VIOLENT ENDS
Gong, Chloe
McElderry (512 pp.)
$19.99  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-534-45772-0 
Series: These Violent Delights, 2

New monsters terrorize Shanghai 
amid political upheaval and the reigni-
tion of the blood feud between the Chi-
nese Scarlet Gang and the Russian White 
Flowers.

The death of Marshall Seo unleashed a new wave of vio-
lence, but when a mysterious figure wielding control over more 
deadly-insect–releasing monsters begins extorting money 
from both gangs, their leaders agree to temporarily cooperate 
in the interests of eliminating a mutual foe. They order their 
respective heirs to find the blackmailer, and so, once again, 
Roma Montagov and Juliette Cai must work together for the 
benefit of those under their protection. But their feelings for 
each other—complicated by hidden truths, lingering love, and 
unforgiving duty—prove difficult to repress. Meanwhile, the 
time of revolution draws near: Workers continue to organize 
protests decrying both foreign occupation and gangster rule as 
the Nationalist Army marches toward Shanghai in its campaign 
to unite and reclaim the country. Secrets abound and loyalties 
are tested in this tightly plotted sequel featuring a multina-
tional cast and told through multiple third-person perspectives, 
including those of supporting characters introduced in These 
Violent Delights (2020). Stubborn Rosalind, obliging Kathleen, 
and grief-stricken Benedikt all return to play vital roles that 
blend seamlessly into Roma’s and Juliette’s storylines as they 
each are forced to consider what it is they truly want and the 
lengths they will go to protect it. 

Star-crossed lovers carve their own paths in an explosive 
conclusion that lives up to its title. (Historical fantasy. 13-18) 

NIGHTMARE IN SAVANNAH
Gwenn, Lela
Illus. by MacColl, Rowan & Myers, Micah
Mad Cave Studios (180 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-952303-26-5  

Beware of fairies. Or risk facing peril-
ous consequences.

Fairies are menacing, petty, and 
vengeful beings who abduct human chil-
dren and replace them with changelings 

who become dangerous as they grow. Alexa Bowman moves to 
Savannah from Chicago to live with her grandfather and fin-
ish high school. After they discover her parents’ criminal his-
tory, Alexa is mocked by some new classmates, but she is soon 
befriended by three other girls—Fae, Chloe, and Skye. A night 
out with her three new friends brings about mysterious physical 
and emotional changes for Alexa, and life in Savannah continues 

to get stranger and more menacing as time goes on. Can she 
discover the source of all this weirdness and put an end to it? 
Gwenn’s concept is interesting, but the execution falls short: 
Frantic pacing makes storylines seem disjointed in a way that 
prevents immersion in Alexa’s world, and abrupt scene changes 
in panels reflect the story’s lack of cohesion. The illustrations, 
primarily black-and-white art enhanced by a color palette of 
predominantly lilac and mulberry hues in both muted and high-
contrast segments, suit the mystifying, eerie vibes of the book. 
Alexa is Black; there is ethnic diversity in the supporting cast.

An intriguing premise in need of polishing and tighter pac-
ing. (Graphic fantasy. 13-16)

A FACE FOR PICASSO
Coming of Age With Crouzon 
Syndrome
Henley, Ariel
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-374-31407-1  

This memoir of a young White 
woman with Crouzon syndrome explores 
growing up with facial differences in an 
ableist, beauty-obsessed society.

Ariel and her twin sister, Zan, were born with a rare condi-
tion that affected the growth of their skull bones. Crouzon syn-
drome not only has medical repercussions—Zan and Ariel have 
seizures and problems with breathing, hearing, and vision—but 
a profound influence on the way the sisters look. From infancy, 
they were treated by physicians who were excited at the chance 
to work with such a rare condition and who sometimes couldn’t 
distinguish between aesthetic and medical motivations. As 
Ariel shows in her narration of the story of their childhood and 
adolescence, every milestone was touched not just by health dif-
ficulties and prejudice, but by the constant, ongoing surgeries 
the twins underwent beginning when they were 8 months old. 
In Ariel’s thoughtful and poignant telling, her own emerging 
awareness of and realizations about Western beauty standards 
didn’t change how she wanted to be perceived by the world; 
internalized fatphobia may seem almost mundane amid all this 
trauma, but the mistreatment resulting from “being fat and 
disfigured” ends up causing just as real a crisis. Though many 
events feel only loosely connected and the work reads almost 
like a series of essays, a narrative about Pablo Picasso and cub-
ism ties together many otherwise fragmentary episodes.

Memoir as recovery: deeply thoughtful and eschewing 
too-tidy conclusions. (author’s note, sources, reading list) 
(Memoir. 12-18)
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DUMBLEDORE
The Life and Lies of 
Hogwarts’s Renowned 
Headmaster: An Unofficial 
Exploration
Khaytman, Irvin
Media Lab Books (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-948174-78-7  

Albus Dumbledore: saintly mentor 
and protector of young wizards or ruth-

less Machiavellian manipulator?
In this edition of a previously self-published collec-

tion of essays gathered from his columns on the fan website 
MuggleNet, Khaytman spins hints in the texts and purely spec-
ulative notions together into a broad view of what Hogwarts’ 
headmaster knew, when he knew it, and what he did about it 
in his campaign to quash He Who Must Not Be Named. Even 
though he opens with a key to the jargon, readers who can’t 

keep SS (Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone) separate from QA 
(Quidditch Through the Ages) or easily distinguish Quirrellmort 
from Cupcrux will struggle to keep up as he minutely analyzes 
Dumbledore’s influence in events through each of the seven 
original HPs in turn. Khaytman writes that he reread the series 
14 times but freely acknowledges ideas contributed by fellow 
fan critics both as he goes and, in greater detail, in an annotated 
bibliography. In the end, though, some of what Dumbledore 
did—or what he surmises Dumbledore must have done—cre-
ates a dilemma for readers, and the author ultimately leaves 
him, for all his scheming ways and imperfections, on the side of 
the angels. Dumbledore’s sexuality does not come up nor, aside 
from a reference drawn from DH to his character’s being “white 
as his beard,” does his race. Three appendices further explore 
the canon.

Even readers on their own 14th rereads of the series will 
find new insights to ponder. (Literary criticism. 13-18)

“Even readers on their own 14th rereads of the 
series will find new insights to ponder.” 

dumbledore
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MARGOT MERTZ TAKES 
IT DOWN
McCrossen, Carrie & McWethy, Ian
Philomel (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-593-20525-9  

In this contemporary novel, a young 
woman vows to take down a website 
where explicit content showing many of 
her Roosevelt High classmates is posted.

Seventeen-year-old Margot Mertz 
is the ambitious mastermind behind a lucrative business that 
scours out revenge porn and other compromising online mate-
rial for her clients. Her only friend, Sammi Santos, a talented 
hacker, assists with this endeavor. In first-person, comically 
footnoted chapters that expose Margot’s appealing duality—
confident and driven yet awkward and self-deprecating—read-
ers follow her through a madcap scheme to infiltrate her peers’ 
social groups to get at the creator of Roosevelt Bitches. A vic-
tim of the site hires her to bring it down, insisting that she can 
tell no one, including Sammi: Since her mother is a prominent 
judge, and she doesn’t trust the authorities, she just wants the 
site to quietly vanish. Margot’s laser focus has led her to neglect 
both the fury she feels about the trauma she witnesses as part of 
her job and her personal feelings for others, including Avery, a 
guy she doesn’t trust because he’s “serial-killer nice” but whom 
it will be obvious to readers she’s actually falling for. The story-
lines play out realistically, hopefully, and with an abundance of 
hilarious dialogue. Margot is White; Avery’s mom is Black, and 
his dad is White; Sammi is Dominican American, and there is 
diversity in secondary characters.

A thoughtful, funny, righteously angry take on a serious 
subject. (Fiction. 14-18)

FOOD-RELATED STORIES
Melian, Gaby
Penguin Workshop (64 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-593-22349-9 
Series: Pocket Change Collective 

Melian, a chef, activist, and former 
Test Kitchen Manager at Bon Appétit, 
begins this brief memoir by recounting 
clearing out the freezer and finding and 
eating one last helping of her mother’s 

signature fish dish following her death.
Sharing this precious meal with her brother connected 

them emotionally and physically with their mother one last 
time. In other vignettes, she ties her love of food to her happy 
childhood in Argentina; memories of cooking with her cousins 
at her abuela’s house and, in particular, her abuela’s ravioles de 
seso; the revelation of a sidewalk vendor’s hot pretzel that she 
ate following her arrival in New York City to explore a new path 
after studying journalism in Buenos Aires; and the physical and 

mental strength she developed after going into business to sell 
her empanadas. Melian briefly alludes to her work bringing 
free food education to inner-city public schools, but the stories 
she shares here are overall more personal and primal—food as 
sustenance, not as a vehicle for social justice—which feels like 
a missed opportunity. She also references in passing the diffi-
culties of being a woman in a male-dominated industry where 
being Latina and speaking English with an accent affected how 
she was treated. Each of the individual anecdotes stands alone, 
without a narrative arc connecting them, but the descriptions 
of food are rich in sensory detail.

Clearly written, with heart and integrity, but lacking in 
substance: tasty but not very filling. (Memoir. 12-18)

A LIFE, FREED
Meyer, Tracy Hewitt
BHC Press (326 pp.) 
$22.95  |  Nov. 11, 2021
978-1-64397-210-7 
Series: Rowan Slone, 3 

Rowan Slone is back for the final 
installment of the trilogy: Will she finally 
get to experience the sense of belonging 
that she has been craving her whole life? 

Rowan is in her freshman year at 
Berkeley Mountain College in rural West Virginia. After liv-
ing with her ex-boyfriend’s family during her senior year of 
high school, Rowan is now renting an apartment with her best 
friend, Jess, who has an infant son, Jacob. While they intended 
to create the family unit they each so craved, things turn sour 
quickly. Rowan is a full-time student, working 20 hours a week, 
in a new relationship with Shane, and helping to care for Jacob 
as well. Meanwhile, Jess is overwhelmed by the responsibilities 
of caring for a baby and feels like her life is over at 18. Conflicts 
arise, and Rowan’s life is once again stormy. The author explores 
with candor the process of therapy and the weight of always try-
ing to hold everything together. Themes of adoption, same-sex 
relationships, and religious extremism are also touched upon. 
Unfortunately, the writing feels dense at times, and Rowan’s 
first-person narration is occasionally rambling. Although there 
is some recap of earlier events, readers unfamiliar with Rowan’s 
story will gain more from having read the previous books. Main 
characters are presumed to be White.

An intimate look into the maze of a young woman’s mind 
and relationships. (Fiction. 14-18)
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THE LEGEND
Mills, Jean
Red Deer Press (324 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Nov. 15, 2021
978-0-88995-640-7  

Griffin Tardiff enters 11th grade in a 
new school with a shoulder healing from 
a devastating collision in a hockey playoff 
game, his last time on the ice.

Narrator Griffin is self-possessed 
and articulate, with parents who love and 

support him; he’s a young man prepared to face the challenges 
that come with relocating due to his father’s job. A community 
service internship pairs him with the local radio station, where 
a nationally known hockey broadcaster got his start. Though he 
misses his girlfriend, Blair, and his old team in Ottawa, Griffin 
gets to cover a bit of all things hockey for the station’s broad-
cast and do their social media. It helps that the hockey jocks in 
his new school immediately befriend him. Among the all-White 
cast, no one seems more than merely humanly flawed. The sta-
tion’s sports director has some issues, and Griffin is aware of the 
shallower behavior of some of his peers, but he steers his own 
course. He’s got the kind of self-confidence and emotional intel-
ligence that allow him to navigate the internship and new school 
with ease, find success in his first attempts at covering hockey as 
a member of the press, share his hockey expertise with a class-
mate’s little brother, recognize the privilege he has as someone 
whose family could afford his hockey participation, and grace-
fully decide what to do about his relationship with Blair. The 
challenges are low key, and Griffin’s likability is certain. 

Agreeably entertaining. (Fiction. 12-14)

THE DIAMOND KEEPER
Mobley, Jeannie
Viking (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-984837-44-8  

French counterrevolutionaries attempt 
to finance war with the French Blue, one of 
Louis XIV’s crown jewels.

While most of France is rocked by 
revolution in the autumn of 1792, rural 
Brittany, where 19-year-old Claudie helps 

her harsh father run a village inn, is quiet until postman Jacques 
Lambert brings news that the crown jewels have been stolen. 
Claudie views her younger, prettier sister Mathilde’s infatuation 
with Jacques with a mix of distrust, envy, and resignation—her 
plain face and strong build mean her father wants to keep her 
for her labor. A few days later, their peaceful world is destroyed: 
Fleeing aristocrats take shelter at the inn, and the revolutionar-
ies pursuing them burn the building down and go on a killing 
spree. Then Claudie discovers a large blue diamond and, dream-
ing of a normal life, travels to England with it on a risky secret 
mission. In reality, the gem resurfaced some 20 years later, recut 

as the Hope Diamond; Mobley’s story fills in the gaps enticingly. 
Claudie and Mathilde, in particular, are very finely drawn, with 
both girls able to make believable leaps from countryside to 
high society. The arc of the plot does falter at the end, however. 
Characters read as White; the Chevalier d’Éon, a real gender-
nonconforming person from history, plays an interesting sup-
porting role.

Compulsively readable, credible, and fun. (historical note) 
(Historical fiction. 12-18)

OUR WAY BACK TO ALWAYS
Moreno, Nina
Little, Brown (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-7595-5747-5  

Former best friends find their ways 
back to each other while completing 
their senior year bucket list.

Luisa and Samuel live across the 
street from each other, and they were 
inseparable until the seventh grade. A 

middle school promposal incident caused a rift that each blamed 
the other for; then Lou went to Colombia for the summer 
before either had the chance to apologize or clear the air, and 
afterward they stopped hanging out with each other. Five years 
later, while cleaning her room, Lou finds the old list they cre-
ated of things to do before high school graduation and decides 
to complete the tasks. When Sam finds out what she is doing, 
he insists that they finish it together. As they begin to repair 
their friendship, romance blooms, and both Sam and Lou try to 
reconcile these new feelings while also dealing with decisions 
about their futures after high school. Told in alternating view-
points, the exploration of both grief and family relationships 
in Latinx communities is strongly written, and the complexi-
ties are expertly explored. Diverse representation is another 
strength of the book, not only in the biracial main characters—
Sam is White and Cuban, Lou is White and Colombian—but 
also in the supporting characters, who include Afro-Cuban, 
Chinese American, South Asian, and Puerto Rican individuals. 
The friends-to-lovers story is comfortably familiar and abso-
lutely enjoyable.

A coming-of-age story with a good balance of humor and 
romance. (Fiction. 13-18)
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WHEN WE WERE THEM
Namey, Laura Taylor
Atheneum (384 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-534-47127-6  

A high school senior on the eve of 
graduation recalls what unraveled the 
relationship between her and her two 
best friends.

In San Diego, California, Willa, Luz, 
and Britton are inseparable. Or, at least, 

they were, until Willa committed an act of betrayal so extreme 
that their once-tight friendship is on thin ice. Now, faced with an 
ultimatum to reveal to her friends the full story of her betrayal, 
she finds she doesn’t even know who she is without them. She 
uses a box of memorabilia from their shared history to spark 
her memories, diving into the past and discovering why she 
was compelled to do what she did. Most of the novel revolves 
around Willa’s revealing to readers exactly what this act was and 
giving it context, starting in the girls’ freshman year and end-
ing in their senior year, when the transgression occurs. Together 
the friends navigate crushes, grief, trauma, and more. Namey’s 
prose is lyrical and tender, authentic in its portrayal of late teen 
angst and growth. The mystery of Willa’s unexplained decep-
tion will be enough to guide many readers through a slower 
middle—and an effective, emotional ending makes it all worth 
it. Luz is Cuban American; Willa and Britton read as White.

An intimate portrait of friendship at the cusp of adult-
hood. (Fiction. 12-18)

WHEN YOU LEAST EXPECT IT
Nicholson, Lorna Schultz
Red Deer Press (415 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Nov. 15, 2021
978-0-88995-641-4  

Seventeen-year-old Holly spends her 
summer secretly training in competitive 
rowing.

All Holly Callahan had been looking 
forward to this summer was traveling to 
Europe with the Junior Canadian Row-

ing Team—so she’s devastated when she narrowly misses mak-
ing the cut. In their small Ontario city, Holly and her mother 
have recently moved in with her mother’s too-cheerful new boy-
friend and his tween sons. To make matters worse, Holly learns 
her mother’s pregnant and has been hiding the big news. To dis-
tract herself, she gets a job hostessing where she meets attrac-
tive, kind Tim, the restaurant’s assistant manager, who shows 
a romantic interest in her. When the recreational rowing team 
is a bust, Holly finds herself coached to row a single by Alan, 
a serious man hiding a tragic past. Though he encourages her 
to tell her mother about their sessions, Holly lies to her family 
about her hours spent practicing, focused on making it to a big 
regatta. While the main story is told in first-person prose from 

Holly’s perspective, alternating chapters in verse from a myste-
rious narrator’s point of view add an intriguing element, leading 
up to an interesting reveal. However, with one-note characters 
and extensive descriptions of rowing training bogging down the 
plot, this sports-centered novel will mostly appeal to rowing 
fans. Main characters are White; Tim is Black. 

Emotional, if lacking in substance. (rowing glossary, 
author interview) (Fiction. 12-17)

LOVELESS
Oseman, Alice
Scholastic (432 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Dec. 28, 2021
978-1-338-75193-2  

A British teen works on accepting 
her aro-ace identity. 

Eighteen-year-old White British Geor-
gia is tired of feeling different. She loves 
the theoretical idea of romance and isn’t 
opposed to reading a steamy fanfic now and 

then, but real-life romantic and sexual experiences make her feel 
squicky. Heading off to Durham University, she’s determined 
that if she tries hard enough, she can have these types of attrac-
tions despite not understanding how her friends can be “out 
there just craving genitals and embarrassment.” When she and 
her two best friends—masc-leaning Colombian British lesbian 
Pip and White cishet Jason—join her new roommate Rooney’s 
attempt to revive their uni’s Shakespeare Society, drama 
abounds. Rooney and Pip feud and flirt, Georgia and Jason 
attempt to date despite Jason’s clear interest and Georgia’s clear 
apathy, friendships are ruined, friendships are repaired. Out-
going pansexual Rooney’s supposedly sex-positive attitude is 
undermined by her use of hookups as a method of self-harm. 
Georgia’s third-year mentor, nonbinary Indian Sunil, is a homo-
romantic asexual, and her older cousin Ellis is aro-ace, but their 
main functions are to facilitate infodumping centered on Geor-
gia’s experiences rather than to provide rich explorations of the 
impact of intersectional identities. Readers should be prepared 
for many pages of Georgia’s vivid, unrelenting internalized aro- 
and ace-phobia, making this an incredibly validating mirror, an 
eye-opening window, or, for some, a read where the pain may 
outweigh the gain.

A messy, imperfect, and necessary portrayal of a drasti-
cally underrepresented identity. (resources) (Fiction. 15-adult)

“An intimate portrait of friendship at the cusp of adulthood.” 
when we were them
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IN THE BALLROOM WITH 
THE CANDLESTICK
Peterfreund, Diana
Amulet/Abrams (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-4197-3978-1 
Series: Clue Mystery, 3 

After the accident that left two dead 
and Peacock badly injured, the exodus from 
Maine’s Blackbrook Academy accelerates, 
but the Murder Crew isn’t going anywhere.

Peacock faces a long recovery; Orchid’s wounds are just as 
deep but hidden. Mustard’s roommate, Tanner, inexplicably dis-
tressed, has dropped sports and broken up with his girlfriend. 
Through months of chaos, Finn, who’s kept his invention secret 
from Blackbrook, gets a nasty surprise when Dr. Brown turns 
up dead and her successor, Perry Winkle, demands Finn hand 
over his chemical formula. Finn’s frustrated with Mustard, 
their romance having stalled due to the latter’s internalized 
homophobia. Scarlett knows her SAT scores likely put Princ-
eton out of reach, but buoyed by unparalleled executive func-
tioning and relentless ambition, she aims to revive her prospects 
by turning Orchid’s stash of Vaughn Green’s songs (and their 
tragically truncated romance) into a social media sensation. All 
are shocked when a previously unknown individual arrives to 
claim the income generated from Vaughn’s music and Scarlett’s 
hard work. Ever the realist, Scarlett throws herself into prom 
planning. Mysteries satisfactorily revealed include how Mustard 
earned his nickname and why it matters and the full story of the 
Greens’ entanglement with Curry Chem and Blackbrook. This 
affectionate homage to CLUE ends with a nod to the board-
game–inspired 1985 film. Major characters—flawed, scheming, 
but (mostly) endearing—are presumed White, Indian Ameri-
can Scarlett and Mustard, named in previous titles as Latinx, 
excepted. 

Nostalgia-tinged but thoroughly contemporary, this social 
satire sparkles with wicked humor. (Mystery. 14-18)

THE FORGOTTEN MEMORIES 
OF VERA GLASS
Priemaza, Anna 
Amulet/Abrams (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-4197-5259-9  

When people are erased from all 
memory and existence, Vera’s deter-
mined to solve the reason behind the 
emptiness left behind.

This story is set in an alternate ver-
sion of Canada in which magic, in the form of aptitudes (each 
person has a single ability), is commonplace and scientifically 
studied. One moment, Vera has an older brother, and the next, 
all she has is the vague, sad sense that something is missing. 
Vera, as the first-person narrator, completely loses all knowledge 

of other characters as they are erased, but—as she’s a puzzle-
loving, logic-minded protagonist—she notices her strange emo-
tional reactions to seemingly innocuous things and starts taking 
notes and spinning theories as to what’s going on and wonders 
how to make it stop. While readers know who has vanished (and 
so will understand the characters’ emotional reactions better 
than the characters themselves), the mystery of how and why 
includes red herrings and allows for an exploration of the magic 
system. Part of the mystery may be a bit obvious to some read-
ers, and the eventual solution arrives somewhat easily. That said, 
the narrative concepts are novel, and the characters are easy to 
feel empathy for. Vera’s devout Christianity is approached with 
nuance and has a strong influence on her character without 
being preachy (there’s positive atheist representation as well). 
While Vera’s White, both her school and her core friend group 
have a lot of casual, natural diversity—White isn’t an assumed 
default.

A clever head trip. (Fantasy. 12-18)

A MEASURE OF SERENITY
Prosek, Bryan
CamCat Books (368 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-7443-0362-9  

The world’s only hope is 18-year-old 
Serenity Ashdown.

Serenity is just your typical teen 
genius finishing up her senior year at 
Harvard and majoring in nuclear medi-
cal technology and chemical engineer-

ing. Her life has been a simple balance of studying and fencing 
(her father’s suggestion), but she’s invited to work on a project 
for her father’s boss. When her father goes missing, she will do 
anything to find him, even breaking into the lab. Serenity acci-
dentally stumbles her way into the top-secret project, finding 
herself in an alternate New Hampshire: The small town of Han-
cock is a city, the vegetation is dying, and her doppelgänger is 
trying to crush the government. There are some familiar people 
in this alternate Hancock, but that’s where the comfort ends, 
as even her best friend, Shawn, is completely different in this 
world. The story is told in the first person, allowing readers to 
understand how Serenity is processing all this new information, 
making astute deductions, and dealing with her feelings. Seren-
ity sees her intelligence as a curse, but it may be the only thing 
that can save a dying world. This novel is weakened by occasion-
ally stilted writing, but readers will enjoy following Serenity as 
she learns to become a leader. Serenity is cued as White; the 
supporting cast is international.

A dystopian thriller showcasing a strong young woman in 
STEM. (Science fiction. 13-18)
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SEVEN DIRTY SECRETS
Richards, Natalie D.
Sourcebooks Fire (320 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-72821-578-5  

It’s Cleo’s birthday, and someone has 
arranged a scavenger hunt for her—but 
it turns out that Cleo is the one being 
hunted.

The first clue appears in Cleo’s bath-
room while she is showering, immedi-

ately ratcheting up the creepiness factor. Cleo can’t guess who 
snuck in; her brother and her friends deny being the culprit. And 
all of the clues are leading Cleo to revisit key private moments 
she shared with her former boyfriend Declan, who drowned 
under shadowy circumstances during a river rafting trip on her 
last birthday. It is slowly revealed that there was more to their 
relationship and the events of that fateful day on the river. Ten-
sions climb as the clues turn into threats against Cleo and her 
brother. The clock is ticking. Did someone witness what hap-
pened on the day Declan drowned? Is it possible that Declan 
himself is orchestrating the hunt? After all, his body was never 
found. Red herrings abound, and troubling memories have Cleo 
realistically waffling between strength and self-doubt, but sec-
ondary characters are not as well developed. Readers invested in 
the relationship drama will devour the chaotic, action-packed 
climax, while serious mystery fans may find that the culprit’s 
motives stretch belief. Cleo and most other significant charac-
ters are White; brown-skinned, biracial Connor has a different 
father from Cleo.

Engrossing for fans of high school drama. (Mystery. 14-16)

JUNKWRAITH
Richey, Ellinor
Illus. by the author
Top Shelf Productions (288 pp.) 
$24.99 paper  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-60309-500-6  

When discarded objects transform 
into vengeful ghosts, no one is safe from 
their wrath.

Ice skater Florence Sato is a perfec-
tionist, but she is still ranked “mediocre”—in contrast to her 
teammate and frenemy, Zoe Kit, the top skater on the team. 
Frustrated by her inability to rise in the ranks and by her team-
mates’ mocking attitudes toward her drive and her family’s 
wealth, Flo throws away her ice skates in a passing moment 
of fury. In this world, though, a moment is enough for a once-
cherished discarded object to become a titular junkwraith, or 
ghostlike creature who holds the discarded object in its belly 
and whose very touch causes a person to lose their memories. 
Touched by one of these creatures when she returns to col-
lect her discarded skates, Flo is cursed, and she sets out on a 
quest to find her skates and missing memories. The concept is 

fascinating and fresh, but the sparse text and layers of implied 
fantasy-world developments may leave readers feeling a little 
wobbly on the ice. The attractively colored doodlelike illustra-
tions are expressive, but they can’t save the story’s convoluted 
tale of Flo’s multilayered angst. Flo has a Japanese surname but 
there are no cues as to her ethnicity; the world she lives in looks 
European, and she and other characters have light skin and pas-
tel-toned hair and eyes.

Visually enticing and creative but shaky in execution. 
(Graphic fantasy. 12-16)

DREAMS LIE BENEATH
Ross, Rebecca
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(496 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-06-301592-0  

A teen seeks revenge in a land of 
dreams and nightmares.

In the town of Hereswith, beneath 
the cursed Seren Mountains, Clementine 
and her father, the warden, record the 

townsfolk’s dreams and confront the walking nightmares that 
appear every new moon. Clem, the opposite of her cautious 
father, is a headstrong apprentice eager to explore the limits of 
her magic. When two young magicians appear before the new 
moon to challenge her father for wardenship of Hereswith, 
Clem’s entire world is ripped apart. Seeking revenge, Clem 
discovers old family secrets and uncovers the truth behind the 
century-old Seren curse. The worldbuilding is well rounded, 
incorporating history, politics, and economics as well as an 
original and detailed magic system that is expertly woven into 
the plot and mythology. Similarly, discussions of creativity, both 
in art and in magic, add an extra layer of interest. The themes 
of recognizing one’s true self, controlling one’s emotions, the 
importance of family and home, and lies versus truth are well 
developed within Clem’s overarching quest for vengeance. 
While the curse originally appears straightforward, its unveiled 
complexity is pleasantly surprising. A slow-burning romance 
primarily emphasizes character development. The main charac-
ters are White; there is an interracial lesbian couple in the sup-
porting cast. 

A twisty tale of nightmares, secrets, and curses that read-
ers won’t soon forget. (map) (Fantasy. 13-18)

“A twisty tale of nightmares, secrets, and 
curses that readers won’t soon forget.” 

dreams lie beneath
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YOU CAN GO YOUR OWN WAY
Smith, Eric
Inkyard Press (272 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-335-40568-5  

“Being able to realize a mistake and 
move on, is what keeps us going in life.”

Adam Stillwater and Whitney Mitch-
ell were the closest of friends growing 
up, but that ended before freshman year. 
Now in her senior year, Whitney is rich, 

popular, and busy running her father’s successful eSport cafe’s 
social media accounts. Outside of school Adam spends all his 
time struggling with his mom to keep his late father’s pinball 
arcade afloat. Now Adam and Whitney’s only interactions are 
trading occasional insults on social media through their respec-
tive businesses. When Whitney’s brother destroys a vintage 
pinball machine at the arcade, Adam puts him and the eSport 
cafe on blast, leading to consequences neither could foresee. 
Suddenly, Whitney is single, her friends are ghosting her, and 
her relationship with her dad is worse than ever. Adam feels bad 
and offers Whitney an olive branch. As they awkwardly navi-
gate this new peace, a blizzard hits Philadelphia in the middle of 
the neighborhood’s annual winter festival. They find themselves 
alone in the arcade with nothing to distract them from finally 
confronting old wounds. Each chapter alternates between the 
perspectives of Sicilian and Palestinian American Adam and 
White-presenting Whitney, giving insight into their feelings 
and motivations. Readers will appreciate the sweet and satisfy-
ing romance, but what will ultimately resonate are Smith’s well-
rounded characters who are dealing with grief, loss, and letting 
go. 

Snappy dialogue, second chances, and heartfelt relation-
ships. (Fiction. 14-18)

STARLING
Strychacz, Isabel
Simon & Schuster (448 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-5344-8110-7  

In this debut novel, a young woman 
falls in love with an ethereal space boy 
who lands in the woods behind her house.

Delta Wilding, 18, and her 16-year-
old sister, Bee, have been struggling to 
make ends meet and understand what 

happened in their magical house, named the Wild West, ever 
since their father disappeared through a closet door months 
earlier. The sisters are used to being regarded as misfits in their 
strange, insular town of Darling, California, even as Delta’s on-
again, off-again relationship with Tag Rockford III, son of the 
wealthy, villainous mayor, creates friction for all around them. 
However, when Starling, a boy who appears to have fallen from 
the sky, lands in the woods behind their house, their rift with 

the town crescendos into not just mistrust, but actual danger. 
The plentiful swoon-y aspects of this supernatural love story 
will be best appreciated by fans of the genre, who will thrill to 
the vivid descriptions of Starling’s messy curls and pale, blue-
tinted, tattooed skin. Evoking a darkly whimsical tone and told 
mainly from Delta’s third-person perspective with chapters 
interspersed from Bee’s and Starling’s points of view, this tale 
is an engrossing, languidly paced work of suspense exploring 
family and small-town dynamics and loyalties. The main human 
characters read as White.

An earnest, slowly unfolding drama. (Paranormal romance. 
13-18)

CATCH THE LIGHT
Sweeney, Kate
Philomel (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-593-35023-2  

A coming-of-age story about finding 
oneself in the aftermath of loss. 

Less than a year after her father’s 
death from cancer, 17-year-old Mary 
Sullivan faces many changes: Her older 
sister, Hannah, has left for college; her 

mother is moving the family from Los Angeles to upstate 
New York; and they will be living with her recently divorced 
aunt. Overwhelmed by grief, her mother needs help caring 
for Mary and her 14-year-old sister, Bea. To Mary, this news 
feels life-shattering. Her senior year is about to begin, and 
she is being forced to leave her best friend and boyfriend 
behind. As Mary tries to accept her new reality, she real-
izes that she is beginning to lose memories of her dad. At 
the same time, Bea has her own problems, and Mary feels 
unable to help her without guidance from Hannah. Then 
Mary meets Jesse, a boy in her AP English class who shares 
her love of photography. Soon, all her plans for the future fly 
out the window. Mary starts leading a double life, founded on 
lies and omissions—but she’s not the only one. The narrative 
largely remains captivating, and readers will feel sympathy 
for Mary’s and Bea’s inner struggles as they cope with grief 
and change, a process that involves risk-taking and substance 
abuse. Major characters are White; Mary’s best friend in Cal-
ifornia is Korean and White.

An edgy love story in which everyone seems to have a 
secret to hide. (Romance. 14-18)
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MAGICAL BOY
Volume 1
The Kao
Illus. by the author
Graphix/Scholastic (320 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-338-77552-5  

Descendant and heir to Aurora, the 
fallen Goddess of Light, a transgender 
boy reluctantly steps into his destiny of 
fighting monsters and guarding the world 

from an ancient evil.
Biracial (White and Japanese) Max has two secrets that 

only his best friend, Jen, knows—his gender identity and his 
power to see colorful auras of emotion around people. On 
his 16th birthday, Max decides to come out to his parents 
as trans, but before he can explain, his mother reveals his 
magical lineage and insists that he take up the mantle of the 
Goddess of Light and do his part to protect the world. Mon-
sters that feed on negative energy are already attacking, so 
Max must quickly embrace his emerging abilities in order to 
prevent destruction. The plot revolves around the binary of 
lightness, standing for good, and darkness, representing evil. 
Max is frequently misgendered and referred to by his dead-
name, and his powers force him into frilly clothes that cause 
him dysphoria. Even his father, Kai, who doesn’t aggres-
sively police his gender like his mother, Hikari, is little more 
than a bystander to the maternal abuse. The manga-style 
art is intensely expressive, but the page layouts are chaotic 
and sometimes hard to follow. Jen and Sean (an anime-style 
delinquent at Max’s school) are the only primary characters 
depicted with brown skin.

A fast-paced magical story whose protagonist endures 
intense transphobia. (Graphic fantasy. 12-17)

Y O U N G  A D U L T

CHRONICLES OF A LUCHADOR
Villareal, Ray
Piñata Books/Arte Público (250 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Oct. 31, 2021
978-1-55885-931-9  

A young man on the verge of adult-
hood must choose between his dream 
wrestling career and his parents’ more 
pragmatic expectations.

In this sequel to Body Slammed! 
(2012), 18-year-old Jesse Baron wants nothing more than 
to be a professional wrestler. Only problem is, his dad was 
wildly successful at it—a hugely popular pro who battled 
under the name the Angel of Death—but his wrestling career 
cost him and his family greatly. Now, his parents are thrilled 
to send Jesse off to study mechanical engineering at the Uni-
versity of Texas, but little do they know how much he desires 
to follow in his father’s footsteps, preferably at his father’s 
own gym, the Ox Mulligan Pro Wrestling Factory. With the 

companionship of his girlfriend, Wally Morúa, and his close 
friends, Goose, Wendell, and Bucky, Jesse must balance his 
own aspirations with the expectations others have for him. 
The intriguing subject matter—the strange and fascinating 
subculture of pro wrestling—is interwoven with a sympa-
thetically developed personal quandary as Jesse delves into 
duplicity while trying to figure out his future. Stilted dia-
logue and prose, however, mar the flow of Villareal’s earnest 
story; contemporary teenage characters unironically use 
expressions that feel corny and out of date. Most of the cast 
is Latinx. 

An interesting premise impaired by stylistic weaknesses. 
(Fiction. 12-16)

BRIAR GIRLS
Wells, Rebecca Kim
Simon & Schuster (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-5344-8842-7  

Born with a terrible curse, Lena trav-
els through a treacherous, magical forest 
in search of freedom.

A witch’s curse has left 17-year-
old Lena with the ability to kill with a 
simple touch of her skin. Now, she and 

her father are on the run after she caused a tragic accident. 
They end up in a small town bordering the Silence, a dark and 
foreboding forest from which no one who enters ever returns. 
Lena feels a growing need to escape her overprotective father 
and lonely life, and an opportunity arises when a mysterious 
girl named Miranda emerges from the Silence and reveals that 
a magical society exists within it. Captivated by Miranda and 
the chance to escape her curse, Lena makes a deal: She will 
help Miranda find a sleeping princess who is said to have the 
power to overthrow a tyrant in exchange for being guided to 
mages who might be able to help her. The farther Lena travels, 
however, the more secrets she uncovers, and she must learn 
how to trust herself if she is to have any chance of surviving. 
This novel offers a darker twist on “Sleeping Beauty,” one cen-
tered around curses, blood magic, and the shifting forest. Told 
from Lena’s first-person point of view, it is an atmospheric 
coming-of-age fantasy about finding independence. Lena has 
light brown skin and is attracted to both men and women; 
pale-skinned Miranda has red hair.

An intense, sinister take on a classic fairy tale. (Fantasy. 
14-18)

“An intense, sinister take on a classic fairy tale.”
briar girls
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A RUSH OF WINGS
Weymouth, Laura E.
McElderry (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-534-49308-7  

A young woman must calm the tem-
pest within her to save her cursed family.

Eighteen-year-old Rowenna Win-
throp has waited for years to learn craft 
from her mother, Mairead. But her lack 
of emotional control gives Mairead pause 

in teaching Rowenna the ways of the Cailleach—and just when 
Mairead concedes, she’s taken. Harboring the truth of the 
evil her mother faced and the untamed craft within her leaves 
Rowenna unsettled. Her foreboding grows when a fuath imper-
sonating her mother infiltrates the family, rendering Rowenna 
mute and cursing her brothers to turn into swans. Determined 
Rowenna must travel the Highlands as she tries to expel this 
terrible creature. Weymouth’s storytelling is lyrical and immer-
sive: The well-woven lore is set against the coastal, cliffside 
village of Neadeala and the Scottish wilderness, with shadowy 
creatures, bloody omens, and other carnage. Cruelty and dark 
forces come in the form of both the magical and also human 
tyrant Torr Pendragon. A romance with Gawen MacArthur, a 
rebel seeking the help of Rowenna’s craft, evolves naturally, and 
the story’s big heartache comes from family members who meet 
Rowenna with doubt, disbelief, and blame. In this tale inspired 
by Hans Christian Andersen’s “The Wild Swans,” readers will 
appreciate in Rowenna a fierceness as she grows into her craft 
and her determination and sense of self strengthen. Characters 
read as White.

An intense, darkly atmospheric, and skillful fairy-tale 
retelling. (Fantasy. 14-18)



indie
BLUEPRINT FOR A 
NEW AMERICA
Can We Save the World’s 
Most Admired Republic?
Albrecht, Karl
Eyethink Books (510 pp.) 
$17.76 paper  |  Sep. 7, 2020
978-0-913351-42-0

An acclaimed thinker reimagines 
the American government in this politi-
cal book.

From his personalized California license plate, “GO 
SANE,” to his nearly two dozen works on business and educa-
tion, Albrecht has spent a lifetime preaching about the need 
for thoughtful, evidence-based decisions that challenge the 
often irrational, inefficient status quo. In this volume, the 
Mensa Foundation Lifetime Achievement Award winner, busi-
ness executive, physicist, and former military intelligence offi-
cer applies his innovative analysis to American society’s most 
dysfunctional facet—the government. Eschewing the right-
versus-left, Republican-versus-Democrat dichotomy that char-
acterizes American political thought today, this book offers a 
third path that is both revolutionary in its willingness to over-
haul entrenched systems and pragmatic in its fierce devotion 
to tangible, measured solutions. Using the analogy of a senti-
mentally beloved yet increasingly dilapidated old house to rep-
resent the American government, Albrecht asks: “How can I 
modernize it and still keep its essential character—the things 
I love and value about it?” For decades, America’s politicians, 
the book argues, have constituted “a long parade of mediocre 
thinkers” who lacked the “visionary leadership” required to 
revamp the government for 21st-century needs. Alternately, 
on nearly every major topic germane to contemporary politics, 
the author presents readers his own ideas that ignore “the old 
thinking and the old clichés” that have too often permeated 
American policy conversations. His concepts also disregard 
bombastic politicians like Donald Trump who dominate the 
media’s political coverage.

 Albrecht’s intriguing proposals span from election reform, 
which includes mandatory voting and the abolition of the 
Electoral College, to criminal justice modifications. He calls 
for increased attention on sexual abuse while shifting from a 
retribution model of punishment to one centered on restitu-
tion. On government revenue, the author recommends that 
loophole-laden income taxes be replaced by transactional ones 
that include a tax on stock market trades and a value chain tax. 
Many policy ideas require a reconceptualization of American 
society itself, such as the proposals for financial incentives 
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THE BOY WHO LIVED
IN THE CEILING
Thurlbourn, Cara
Wise Wolf Books (300 pp.)
$14.99 paper  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-1-07-913500-8
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geared toward “de-urbanization” and “de-consumerization” to 
alleviate global waste and spur citizens’ investments in their 
own communities. In addition to policy reforms, the book’s 
sweeping narrative provides a broad overview of American his-
tory, identifies the prerequisite “building blocks” of successful 
republics, and delivers perspectives on myriad topics related to 
the United States’ place in humanity’s past and future. While 
the volume is nearly always both insightful and accessible to a 
general audience, its ambitious drive to cover nearly all aspects 
of American government and political history sometimes 
makes for a frustrating read when tangential discussions dis-
tract from its more central arguments. Intertwined with the 
book’s policy ideas is an eclectic assortment of ruminations on 
topics such as whether we are “amusing ourselves to death” and 
discursions on the demand for a new national anthem and the 
need to abolish daylight saving time. There is even a hypotheti-
cal conversation between Plato and American policymakers. 
These numerous digressions slow down the pace of the over 
500-page tome. Nevertheless, Albrecht’s refreshing and relent-
less nonpartisan disposition that replaces finger-pointing with 
solution-driven ideas is a welcome addition to today’s political 
discourse. This is a serious book for an era replete with “medio-
cre leaders” who prioritize hot takes and partisan one-upman-
ship over sensible, meaningful action.

An important work full of prudent political ideas despite 
its meanderings.

THE ADVENTURES OF 
SURF DUDE
The Dog of Ochlockonee Bay
Andrews, Zelle
Turtle Cove Press (117 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  $7.95 e-book  |  Jul. 19, 2021
978-1-947536-09-8

A fictional autobiography focuses 
on a local Panacea, Florida, celebrity: a 
stray yellow dog who learns to depend 
on himself and the kindness of one spe-

cial fan.
Surf Dude introduces himself in Andrews’ opening para-

graph in lines that poignantly establish the emotional construct 
of the narrative’s protagonist: “I’m just your average yellow dog 
that once was loved, but became a drifter unexpectedly. I’m 
not sure what I’m looking for, perhaps a place where thunder, 
shotguns, fireworks, and mean people with cowboy boots don’t 
exist.” The canine was born in the woods of South Carolina. 
One fateful day, while his Mama was busy stalking prey, the pup 
was grabbed and tossed into a pickup truck by Leo, a large man 
wearing pointy boots. Leo drove home and threw the puppy 
into the lap of his girlfriend, Jorene. Despite his fear of humans, 
Leo in particular, the puppy became devoted to Jorene, who 
named him Honeybun and showered him with affection. Life 
changed the day Leo attacked Jorene. “I didn’t mean to do what 
I did,” Honeybun tells readers. “Jorene was my pack, and he was 
threatening her. I jumped up on the bed and sank my teeth into 

The importance of tooth care has 
long been a recurring theme of kids’ 
books, and such luminaries as William 
Steig (1982’s Doctor DeSoto) and Mercer 
Mayer (1990’s Just Going to the Dentist) 
have alleviated young readers’ anxiety 
about dentistry in fun, illustrated works. 
Here are a few more entertaining tales 
for tots about teeth, all recommended 
by Kirkus Indie: 

Brushalot (2017) by Ian Wilms, il-
lustrated by Natalia Starikova-Abud, offers readers lessons 
about dental health in an imagi-
native fantasy that pits the Tooth 
Fairy, her sibling Sir Brushalot, and 
his Knights of Floss against Prince 
Plaque and his Tartar Troopers, 
who attack the Pearly White City 
thrice daily. Kirkus’ review notes 
that the “ongoing battle between 
plaque and brushing has never 
been so much fun.”

Registered dental hygienist Ra-
chel Grider and illustrator Sum-
mer Morrison’s Smile picture-book 
series offers clever takes on molar 
maintenance. The first entry, If the 
Dentist Were an Animal (2018), won-
ders how a dental appointment 
would differ if the DDS were, say, a 
turtle (“I’d bring a book to pass the 
time. / A turtle’s always slow”) or a 

lion (“I’d run away and hide!”). The young narrator eventually 
reveals that dentists are “just like you and me” and have good 
advice about brushing, flossing, and nutrition. Our reviewer 
calls the book “delightful, reassuring, and informative.”

In the series’ second install-
ment, Where, Oh Where Did the 
Tooth Fairy Go? (2020), the titular 
fairy seems to have gone missing. 
It turns out she’s just exhausted 
because unhealthy teeth weigh so 
much more than healthy ones—
due to all the “sugar bugs, plaque 
and / leftover food.” The children 
resolve to “brush better” and “floss too” to help her out. The 
book “links healthy habits to rewards in a kid-friendly, non-
scolding way,” per Kirkus’ review.

David Rapp is the senior Indie editor.

INDIE  |  David Rapp
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his forearm, right over his new tattoo.” It was time for Jorene 
and Honeybun to leave. They headed for the Florida Panhandle, 
where they spent several happy years in a campground trailer. 
Then tragedy struck, and Honeybun began his adventures 
as a loner wandering Surf Road. The articulate novel is based 
loosely on the real Surf Dude (thought to be a Carolina dog or 
a Carolina mix), who has inspired his own Facebook page and 
who still roams around Panacea and its environs, occasionally 
posing for photographs—if folks keep their distance. Andrews 
infuses her wily, resourceful pooch with a delightful, realistically 
canine interpretation of the world. She is a skillful storyteller, 
and her narrative engagingly mixes light humor, a bit of pathos, 
and assorted adventures with the compelling tale of Surf Dude’s 
cautiously evolving friendship with Russ, the older man who 
feeds him twice a day.

A captivating, tender, and enjoyable genre winner for 
canine lovers.

ANIMALS, INC.
Arne, Catherine
Out of the Box Books 
$7.99 e-book  |  Jul. 1, 2021

Desperate farm animals try to save 
themselves by starting a company in this 
satirical fable.

Arne’s novel gives the premise of 
George Orwell’s Animal Farm (1945) a 
twist by having talking critters parody 
modern-day business culture instead of 

Stalinist hypocrisy. When Farmer Bob drops dead, his livestock 
worry that the farm will be bought by Jim Kratchet, a cruel fac-
tory farmer. Bob’s pet raven, Poe, hits upon a solution after surf-
ing the web, and they form Animals, Inc., a corporation that will 
give them the rights of a fictitious person (provided they pay 
the bills). As CEO, Poe sets the pigs to milking cows and the 
chickens to gathering seed corn for sheep to plant. He’s soon 
entranced by the capitalist ethos—“MORE IS BETTER,” he 
chants at a company pep rally—and ridiculous managerial fads; 
after reading Spencer Johnson’s Who Moved My Cheese? (1998), 
he proposes a policy of hiding the animals’ feed to get them 

“accustomed to change.” Then smooth-talking raccoon Bandit 
installs himself as chairman of a board of directors, consisting 
of his crow cronies. Once in control, he issues unintelligible 
memos with devious fine print, brings in machinery, and tries to 
lay off half the animals with winter coming on—all while piling 
on debt and investing in sketchy derivatives. Discontent builds, 
inspired by Sausage, a show pig who spouts enigmatic quota-
tions such as, “The only real failure in life is not to be true to the 
best one knows.” Arne’s elegantly written yarn is cheerier than 
Orwell’s somber tragedy, featuring an uplifting theme of taking 
control of one’s fate and employing a lighter satirical touch. She 
deftly skewers the idiocies of corporate group-think—quoth 
the raven, “Implement impactful motivation-enhancing strat-
egies to maximally optimize their deliverables”—and conjures 
delightfully off-kilter observations on human foibles from her 

baffled nonhuman characters. (“How many places do they need 
to sit?” grouses a chicken while inventorying the farmhouse. 

“Hard ones, soft ones, big ones, little ones, ones that rock, ones 
that roll around.”) The result is a raucous, imaginative spoof of 
corporate stupidity and callousness. 

A sprightly, thought-provoking sendup of the beastliness 
of predatory capitalism. 

THE GOOD WITCH OF 
THE SOUTH
An Ozarian Adventure in the 
Land of Oz
Bartlett, T.C.
Sandhill Publishers (354 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Sep. 20, 2020
978-1-73390-862-7

War simmers in the land of Oz in this 
YA adventure based on the events in L. 
Frank Baum’s classic fantasy. 

 In Quadling Country, Samantha Goodwitch is the 15-year-
old daughter of Glinda the Good. Eight years ago, her father, 
Lucius, disappeared in a green explosion; her stepsister, Elle, is 
the offspring of Lucius and the long-deceased Wicked Witch of 
the West. Messengers from Winkie Country arrive and deliver 
a scroll; Glinda learns of an “enchantress” who’s become Queen 
of the Winkies and wants to control of the City of Emeralds 
and the Wizard of Oz’s throne. Glinda decides to visit Rumpart, 
King of the Winkies, with a contingent of soldiers, including 
Elle. Sam wants to join them, but Glinda says she must guard 
the throne. With a sword she received for her 16th birthday, Sam 
decides to challenge the dragons said to menace nearby villages. 
She rehabilitates her father’s injured warhorse, researches drag-
ons in the library, and creates a fireproof salve in preparation. 
She also begins having visions that tell her to “Find the Crow.” 
Will she, like the famous Dorothy Gale, find friends to help on 
her quest? Bartlett effectively builds on Baum’s series, which 
began with The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (1900), while also paying 
homage to other classic fantasy adventures, such as J.R.R. Tolk-
ien’s The Hobbit (1937). Readers new to the genre may find the 
first third of the story too placid, but solid worldbuilding estab-
lishes Sam as a magical character who can even fly but who still 
needs guidance. Overall, the book will be a treat for those who 
are familiar with previous Oz tales; Sam gradually assembles 
her own helpers, including Akasha the warrior cat, but Baum’s 
original heroes eventually do turn up, and warm nostalgia will 
greet fans as Sam sees “the Scarecrow, the Tin Woodman, and 
the Cowardly Lion” appear as “small specks on the hillside.” 
Although the protagonist learns a lesson (“everyone you love is all 
that matters”), it proves to be a costly one as the narrative unfurls. 
A grand surprise helps set up a potential sequel.

A well-developed fantasy spinoff that will transport 
teen readers.

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



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

WHY BASEBALL IS A SPORT & 
GOLF IS NOT
Separating the Players From 
the Poseurs
Bayley, Aaron S. & Di Serio, Luigi
Line O’ Fire Publishing Co. (1,012 pp.) 
$31.99 paper  |  Jan. 26, 2021
978-1-77-707360-2

A debut nonfiction work defines 
what makes a sport a sport.

The term sport has long lacked a con-
crete definition. People will categorize any game, competition, 
or physical activity as a sport, often for no other reason than 
to lend it some credibility. Bayley and Di Serio have strong 
opinions about what rises to the level of sport and what does 
not. In fact, they have intense views regarding a whole host 
of related questions. “Why do sports play such a dominant 
role in our society?” they ask in their introduction. “Is weight-
lifting a sport? Are bowlers and bridge players athletes? How 
could baseball be a sport if many players are overweight?...And 
why do people become defensive and hostile when their favor-
ite activity is perceived as a hobby rather than a sport?” The 
authors are not afraid of making readers defensive and hos-
tile. In addition to defining the sports, they rank the best ones, 
naming the greatest sport in the world (at least, according to 
them). Beyond mere argument-starting fare, they also con-
template the cultural position of sports, from the basic human 
desires they satisfy to the way they are perceived by society. 
The authors set forth their exhaustive criteria of evaluation 
before examining in detail a mammoth list of activities that 
could potentially be considered sports. The prose is energetic, 
clever, and meticulous, as here where they go after golf for 
its lack of drama: “The crowds that politely applaud Dustin 
Johnson just as his ball curls into the 18th hole are a picture 
of reserve and restraint. There is nothing wrong with being a 
conservative spectator, but dramatic moments in true sport 
provoke unbridled emotions and make moderation and pru-
dence impossible.” Bayley and Di Serio are Canadians, which 
matters only insofar as ice hockey’s suspiciously high rank on 
their greatest sports list. Otherwise, they strike the perfect 
tone for a book like this, marrying encyclopedic knowledge 
with serious pedantry. The fact that the volume is a whopping 
1,000+ pages speaks to the brilliance and folly of the project—
a combination any sports fan will know well.

A witty reference book that aims to settle sports’ most 
existential questions. 

WHAT LURKS IN THE WOODS
Struggle and Hope in 
the Midst of Chronic 
Illness—A Memoir
Bell, Nicole
Stonebrook Pub. (250 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Oct. 23, 2021
978-1-955711-01-2

A devoted wife and mother searched 
for answers when her spouse experi-

enced cognitive issues in this sensitive debut memoir by Bell.
As an MIT graduate working as an executive within the 

medical device industry, Bell was well accustomed to problem-
solving. Yet when her husband, Russ, a computer scientist and 
electrical engineer, began acting uncharacteristically, immedi-
ate answers weren’t forthcoming. The couple’s two children 
tiptoed around to avoid disturbing their father. Concerns 
heightened when Russ, a dexterous thinker, struggled to oper-
ate the family’s alarm system. Medical tests showed little out 
of the ordinary, yet Russ’ cognitive functioning continued to 
decline. After visiting numerous physicians, Bell struggled to 
believe the diagnosis of early-onset Alzheimer’s. The author’s 
perseverance led to Russ’ being diagnosed with and treated 
for chronic Lyme disease. The illness was discovered too late, 
however, and required residential care. Drawn from journal 
entries that Bell wrote to “cope with the chaos,” this memoir 
maintains a powerful sense of urgency. When considering leav-
ing Russ because of his atypical behavior, the author writes: 

“I left work early to meet the realtor, but doubt surrounded 
me. Can I do this? I’ve been with him for so long. Can I leave him? 
Can I raise the kids on my own? Has it come to this?” The stylistic 
approach is simple and immediate. Bell avoids the choppi-
ness found in many memoirs developed from journals, and her 
emotions remain honest and thoughtful: “The guilt barraging 
my conscience eased, and for the first time in a while, I felt 
free.” Readers may be mistaken in thinking that Bell’s mem-
oir will interest only those whose lives have been affected by 
Lyme disease. In truth, the book is a passionate cri de coeur 
that encourages anyone faced with illness to explore beyond 

“symptomatic diagnoses to find root causes.”
A tragic, cautionary account communicated with ten-

der conviction. 
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TEXAS OBLIVION
Mysterious Disappearances, 
Escapes and Cover-Ups
Bills, E.R.
History PR (178 pp.) 
$32.99  |  $21.99 paper  |  Apr. 12, 2021
978-1-54-024689-9
978-1-46-714737-8 paper

A true-crime collection recounts some 
of Texas’ most intriguing disappearances.

Virtually everyone has heard of the 
Bermuda Triangle, but how many readers 

know that Texas has its own lengthy history of unexplained van-
ishings, from sailors and farmers to outlaws and teens? “I leave 
here tomorrow for an unknown destination,” wrote author 
Ambrose Bierce before famously disappearing over the Mexi-
can border. “His fate is a question mark,” writes Bills of Bierce. 

“We’re left with only rumor and speculation. But Bierce was not 
the first or the last person to go missing in Texas—his date with 
oblivion just generated the most interest and fanfare.” With this 
book, Bills delves into 20 other cases that generated far less fan-
fare. The oil tanker SS Marine Sulphur Queen, which sailed out of 
Beaumont with 39 men, never made it to its destination. The 
pilot of a small chartered flight was never located even though 
the plane was found at a remote airport with blood in the cabin 
and a bullet hole in the roof. At the height of the Depression, 
two duck hunters snuck over the border of the King Ranch—a 

“Walled Kingdom” with a million acres and its own extralegal 
justice—never to be seen again. Not all of the cases are recent 
history. Texas has been swallowing people up since at least the 
19th century, like Jesse Evans, Billy the Kid’s lesser-known part-
ner in crime, who disappeared the day he was released from the 
famous Huntsville Penitentiary. Two priests associated with the 
cathedral in Brownsville also vanished—one in a storm in the 
Gulf of Mexico and one off the back of his horse while visiting 
the outlying ranches of his parish. There are more traditional 
true-crime abductions as well, including the cases of the four 
young women who went missing in Galveston over the course 
of the 1980s. Some were murdered; some merely disappeared; 
but none of their remains have ever been found.

 Bills’ volume harkens back to an earlier, pulpier era of 
paperback true crime. His prose style is lean and matter-of-
fact, though he knows how to give each narrative a satisfying 
shape—no easy feat when the mysteries are never solved: “After 
the M/V Southern Cities’ next-to-last Gulf of Mexico crossing 
in 1966,” begins one story about a missing tugboat, “its chief 
engineer, Frank McCarney, quit his post in Port Isabel, Texas….
He would later tell a Coast Guard fact-finding panel that even 
though the tugboat had been in ‘first class condition,’ he was 

‘scared’ of the vessel. That fear probably saved McCarney’s life.” 
The author finds captivating angles even in otherwise run-of-
the-mill cases, like “Without a Trace,” in which an adult learns 
that he had an older half brother who vanished forever when 
the man was a baby. Authoritative and well-researched, the 
stories are enthralling not only for their enigmatic natures, but 
also for the colorful picture they paint of Texas: its history, its 

culture, and the ways its crimes get investigated (or not). The 
book is the perfect read for a plane ride or beach day—prefer-
ably one in the Lone Star State.

A varied and well-crafted assemblage of missing person 
accounts. 

I WROTE A BOOK. 
NOW WHAT?
Carter, Beth
Self (198 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Apr. 15, 2021
979-8-73-856790-2

A guide for aspiring authors demysti-
fies the publishing process.

Writing is hard. For would-be authors, 
the stuff that comes after writing can 

seem even harder. With this book, Carter hopes to make the 
entire process, from setting the first words down on the page to 
putting the published book up on a shelf, a lot less intimidating. 
She has plenty of writing tips to offer those seeking inspiration, 
from the tried and true (stay away from politics and religion 
if you want to avoid alienating your audience) to the new but 
practical (if you use a pen name, you’ll need to manage twice the 
social media accounts). She includes exercises to generate ideas 
for blocked writers stuck staring at a blank screen. For those 
who already have a finished manuscript in hand, she includes 
information on the traditional publishing route: everything 
from sending query letters to securing blurbs to navigating 
writing conferences and contests. For those interested in going 
the self-publishing route, she provides a crash course in brand-
ing and marketing, including how to write a solid book tweet 
and why headshots and business cards are still important in 
the digital age. She even discusses life beyond the first project 
based on her own experience as the author of 14 books. Carter 
dispenses her advice in clean, engaging prose, mixing practical 
concerns with personality and humor: “If you don’t do anything 
else I’ve recommended, please do this: Claim your name! This 
is of utmost importance when beginning your website search….
Guess what? There are two other women with my name who 
are authors. Two.” As a writer who has published using both tra-
ditional and “indie” methods, Carter is able to comment on the 
strengths of each. She is frank without being judgmental, and 
she delves into many areas that new authors might not consider 
(like how to set your own book price if you’ve self-published). 
Some areas are admittedly thinner than others. The chapter 

“Finding Readers” is only a page long and includes few concrete 
details. Much of the information throughout is available from 
other sources, but Carter packages it all in a slim, fairly compre-
hensive volume to be read and digested quickly.

A candid, compact, and useful primer for those looking to 
publish a book.
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TEARS OF RAIN IN THE 
PANDEMIC AND A PHYSICIAN
Chowdhury-Jackson, Zeenat
Palmetto Publishing (96 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Jun. 25, 2021
978-1-63837-186-1

A collection offers pandemic-themed 
poems by a physician.

Chowdhury-Jackson contemplates the 
psychological and physical side effects of 
the Covid-19 outbreak, her own and other 
people’s mortality, and the overwhelming 

death toll of the pandemic in this volume of free verse. “COVID 
2020: the year of my isolation and my / imagination,” she writes 
early on. The speaker takes on the perspective of a dead Covid-19 
patient expressing gratitude to the first responders who cared for 
her in “Thank You to My Colleagues.” The ambiguity of being 
sedated in isolation, hanging between life and death, is the 
focus of “Every Time You Leave Me,” which also explores the 
weariness of health care workers. “I feel as though I am nothing 
but a COVID-vaccinated / zombie, / with my very dark lipstick 
and my N95,” the poet writes. Like many people during this 
unusual period, she wonders about Covid-19: “Is this a disease 
of the mind, or of the body?” The speaker struggles to reconcile 
her punctual and conventional approach to life with the chaos 
of the pandemic, which teaches her that “death is unpredictable, 
and has no real time.” Heaven, demons, and ghosts are recur-
ring themes throughout these poems. Chowdhury-Jackson is 
unflinching in her medical descriptions of the worst-case sce-
narios. She details intubated patients on propofol, the deafen-
ing silence after a ventilator has been turned off, and the toe tags 
of bodies that never make it to the morgue. Her compassion for 
her patients is palpable in these poems, as when she laments: “I 
heard the sound, a song of your heart…The heart that I used 
to listen to on every visit is now in silence…Now I see a flat 
line.” She produces the occasional clever turn of phrase, such 
as “crowded thoughts of clouds” and “silvery wishes, frozen 
in a / glitch.” Unfortunately, several pieces veer away from the 
pandemic and will confound readers, such as “Layers,” which 
likens America to a cake, and “Money,” a weak diatribe about 
capitalism.

A timely, intense, and engrossing volume of poetry cen-
tered on Covid-19.

SISSIE KLEIN IS 
COMPLETELY NORMAL
Clink, Kris 
SparkPress (392 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book
Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-68-463099-8

After getting pregnant at age 16, a 
young woman tries to make the most of 
the hand that life has dealt her in this novel.  

Sissie Klein may have been date-
raped. She’s not sure because she was so drunk that she can’t 
remember what happened after she and her best friend, Della 
Castro, went out on the town. When she wakes up naked the 
next morning in 23-year-old Caleb Dietrich’s apartment, she’s 
focused only on getting out of there. Unfortunately, a few weeks 
later, she has a bad virus that prompts a blood test, and she 
learns that she’s not going to be able to put the night behind her 
because she’s pregnant. After considering her various options, 
Sissie decides to keep the child, and her father effectively bul-
lies Caleb into taking responsibility for the baby and Sissie. For 
reasons that aren’t entirely convincing, Sissie soon agrees to 
marry Caleb, and they begin to follow a traditional path. Caleb 
finds a job nearby, and Sissie takes on the role of homemaker. 
Their baby girl is born; years go by; and they gradually settle 
into a routine as a normal family. It seems Sissie may have made 
the right choice marrying Caleb after all, until a tragic acci-
dent occurs and she learns devastating secrets about the man 
she thought had become a perfect husband and father. Told 
in the first person throughout, Clink’s narrative takes readers 
on a journey through multiple decades as Sissie navigates a life 
that developed all because of one wild night in high school. The 
author creates relatable, rounded characters and dives deep 
into their thoughts. There are certain topics that would have 
benefited from further exploration, like Sissie’s feelings about 
her first sexual encounter with Caleb or the fact that her father, 
in many ways, becomes the villain of the tale. Similarly, many 
intriguing subplots are left with unanswered or dangling sto-
rylines. Even so, the narrative’s insightful examination of the 
relationship between maturity and self-sacrifice is expertly 
wrought, and Sissie is so likable that readers can’t help but root 
for her all the way to the end.

A warmhearted tale about second chances that will satisfy 
fans of romance and family dramas.
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THE ZODIAC REVISITED
Volume 1: The Facts of 
the Case
Cole, Michael F.
Twin Prime Publishing (213 pp.) 
$16.95  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Jun. 12, 2021
978-1-95-581601-4

A debut nonfiction book focuses on 
the infamous cipher-writing serial killer 
who terrorized the San Francisco Bay 
Area in the late 1960s.

In this first installment of a series, 
Cole centers on the facts surrounding the often puzzling Zodiac. 
The never-identified man killed five people from late 1968 to 
1969. But just as harrowing as his murders were his letters to 
local newspapers, in which he relayed unpublicized specifics of 
his crimes. He moreover taunted authorities and made blood-
curdling threats, including targeting schoolchildren on a bus. 
But the Zodiac is perhaps best remembered for his ciphers, lead-
ing papers initially to dub him “the Cipher Killer.” Along with 
the five homicides definitively tied to the Zodiac, the author 
shines a light on earlier murders that some have attributed to 
him as well. The letters, meanwhile, continued into the ’70s, 
featuring his “Zodiac symbol” and a “running murder tally.” His 
messages were cryptic even without ciphers, and later ones only 
furthered the enigma, ranging from those that he didn’t sign as 
the Zodiac to a missive that many consider fraudulent. This rig-
orously detailed book focuses on all of the unfortunate victims 
and the particulars leading up to their murders. Cole’s concise, 
unadorned prose lets the unnerving facts of the case speak for 
themselves. For example, photographs and transcriptions of 
the Zodiac’s numerous letters reveal handwriting and recurrent 
misspellings that become frighteningly recognizable, like “para-
dice,” “frunt,” and “Christmass.” Relevant accounts are equally 
chilling, such as a victim’s brother’s publicly challenging the 
killer and the Zodiac claiming that police officers stopped and 
questioned him the night of one of his murders. With so many 
lingering mysteries (some ciphers remain unsolved to this day), 
it’s easy to see why this serial killer case still intrigues people. As 
such, readers well versed on the Zodiac may find nothing new 
here. But for others, it’s a wealth of information that will surely 
rouse interest in the analyses and speculations that will appear 
in the sequel. 

An absorbing, thoroughly researched account of a horrify-
ing, real-life case.

SHAMANOMICS
A Short Guide to the Failure, 
Fallacies and Future 
of Macroeconomics
Conway-Gordon, Giles
Outskirts Press (212 pp.) 
$22.59  |  $20.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Apr. 16, 2021
978-1-97-723910-5
978-1-97-722685-3 paper

A guide offers a critique of the con-
temporary failures of macroeconomics coupled with a chal-
lenge to its claim of scientific rigor.

Conway-Gordon astutely observes that professional econ-
omists not only failed to predict the global financial crisis of 
2008—despite “overwhelming and growing evidence, in full, 
plain view”—but also never mounted a proper response to the 
catastrophe. In fact, macroeconomic forecasting has a largely 
disastrous record in the 20th and 21st centuries. But despite 
its repeated underperformance, the economics profession 
still receives “universal respect and attention.” In impressively 
accessible language, the author provides an analysis of both the 
industry’s forecasting mishaps as well as the technical reasons 
for its incompetence. An overreliance on suspect mathematical 
models, a complete lack of historical sense, and a perverse ten-
dency toward theoretical abstraction are the principal culprits. 
In addition, the world’s central banking institutions blindly rely 
on the Dynamic Stochastic General Equilibrium model, which 
incorrectly assumes that human beings generally act rationally 
in their own interest and that economic cycles naturally incline 
toward balance. Conway-Gordon convincingly argues that 
modern economic theory is not only predictively suspect, but 
also falls far short of its claim to be a scientific discipline: “As 
their disastrous track-record continues to demonstrate, when 
it comes to recommending reliably successful policies macro-
economists are no more than witch-doctors—shamans casting 
their jumble of horse-feathers and chicken bones to the accom-
paniment of obscure mumbo-jumbo incantations, hoping to 
blind the credulous crowd with their opaque, pseudo-scientific 
pronouncements.” While the author occasionally favors stri-
dently overheated rhetoric, his analysis overall is as sober as it 
is provocative. At the very least, he demonstrates the peculiar 
distance between the economics profession’s reputation and 
its historical performance. And readers do not need a sophis-
ticated knowledge of economics to follow Conway-Gordon’s 
argument—he promises and delivers a nontechnical account 
free of complex mathematics. 

A painstaking and thoughtful depiction of macroecono-
mists’ limitations and pretenses.
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“Cole’s concise, unadorned prose lets the unnerving 
facts of the case speak for themselves.”

the zodiac revisited
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THE PATRIOT’S GRILL
Day, Steven
Self (324 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Aug. 17, 2020
979-8-67-619822-0

Day’s debut novel imagines the 
United States in 2099 as a dystopian, 
authoritarian-corporate police state, 
where a disgruntled, radicalized bar-
tender explores how the dictatorship 
came into being.

In the near future, the nation, embroiled in constant wars 
with other countries, is deep into its “New Era” of totalitari-
anism featuring corrupt presidents, unregulated corporations, 
and environmental fallout from climate change. Although 
the state pays lip service to “freedom,” the populace is sent 
to compulsory Public Bible School and Patriotism Camp and 
is routinely terrorized by widespread surveillance and threats 
of torture and execution by the dreaded Internal Security Ser-
vice. Propaganda, meanwhile, claims that unseen saboteurs and 
terrorists lurk everywhere. In Loyalty, Kansas—one of several 
polluted, industrial-nightmare towns erected on the Great 
Plains—Joe Carlton, who once harbored acting ambitions, 
subsists unhappily as a bartender, serving factory drones after 
their 12-hour shifts. An atypical patron arrives: an old man who 
was politically active in the distant past, as American society 
shifted toward scoundrels and capitalists. His talk of freedom 
of expression and travel is new to Joe; such things have been 
erased from historical records (as have books such as Harper 
Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird), and the barkeep’s first impulse is 
betrayal. But seeds of rebellion have been planted, leading Joe 
into forbidden sectors of town and asking how this dystopia 
came to be. The author’s dire extrapolation of current head-
lines doesn’t specifically name Republicans or Democrats, but 
when Day characterizes a long-ago president-villain as a “dolt” 
and “Intellectually incurious, corrupt, self-centered, [and] law-
less,” it’s an easy reference to figure out. The book’s setting and 
regime often feel like the worst aspects of Cold War Albania 
or North Korea superimposed upon a society based on corpo-
rate greed, and an Orwellian chill wind of hopeless oppression 
blows through most of the plot. Day does offer a solution in the 
end—with a war of ideas rather than brute force—so sympatico 
readers may be assured that present difficult times shall pass; 
others may be less reassured.

A vividly morose prophecy of an ugly, reactionary surveil-
lance state leavened slightly by its finale.

PSYCHROS
Elsby, Charlene
Clash Books (144 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-95-590411-7

An unhinged woman goes on a killing 
spree in the wake of her boyfriend’s sui-
cide in this novella.

Elsby’s third book introduces a dark 
female narrator who’s as coldblooded 
as she is introspective about her day-to-

day motivations. Readers first find the unnamed protagonist 
at the memorial for her cheating boyfriend, who chose suicide 
(she found his bloodied corpse). She has invited Jeff, a friend of 
her boyfriend’s, to the melancholy event, then regrets it after 
feeling “obligated to entertain him.” Admiring his tall, albeit 
thin stature (“You could run into him and just keep going”), she 
decides to “sadfuck” Jeff by enticing him to her home, where 
she fantasizes about murdering him. She wonders which room 
would offer the least amount of cleanup. While visiting another 
male friend, she suddenly slams her face into his glass coffee 
table because “it felt good,” then slashes him to death. An 
interlude with her next mark, named Charles, closes the book 
with a deadly cliffhanger. Elsby’s prose style is both experimen-
tally stream of consciousness and cerebral. Often, the narrator 
nearly snuffs herself out amid passages of essayistic exposition 
about everything from the flaccid genitalia of men to the water 
glass her deceased boyfriend inadvertently left under her bed, 
which sends her into a manic psychosis. Interestingly, Elsby’s 
debut, Hexis (2020), also featured a conniving, psychopathic 
female protagonist. In this latest work, some of the narrator’s 
meditations are as profound as they are macabre: As an aging 
body begins to “degrade over time...their faces start to fall off 
the bones, but the whole skin of them is pinned at the top, so 
it has to stretch rather than fall down.” The author manages 
to achieve a delicate balance between melodrama, meditative 
inner discourse, and the psychological horror of tempestuous 
relationships as her misanthropic hero has anonymous sex in 
public restrooms and enjoys a succession of slashfests with 
oblivious men. Still, the unconventional novella is a challenging 
read. Psychological suspense fans will stick with Elsby’s manip-
ulative murderer as she cunningly weaves her thick, textured 
yarn about the nuances of relationships, death, and sex; others 
may grow weary of the witty, rambling diatribes of a woman on 
the verge of a nervous breakdown.

An absorbing, twisted tale of psychosis, murder, and grief.
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THE CAREER TOOLKIT
Essential Skills for Success 
That No One Taught You
Herschberg, Mark A.
Cognosco Media (292 pp.) 
$28.95  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-96-010074-3

A multifaceted guide focuses on 
career considerations.

With experience developing learn-
ing tools at MIT and Harvard Business 

School, Herschberg uses this debut to impart his knowledge of 
the working world, highlighting critical “firm skills” he believes 
are rarely taught in educational institutions. The book, which 
the author likens to a “career success accelerator,” encom-
passes three areas: “Career,” “Leadership & Management,” and 

“Interpersonal Dynamics.” The “Career” section covers how to 
develop a career plan, how to work effectively in a company 
setting, and interviewing skills, both from the candidate’s and 
company’s perspectives. The first chapter is the most expansive 
in the volume; it offers a useful road map for a career plan with 
key questions to answer, a discussion of various options, and 
suggestions for developing the blueprint. The three examples 
Herschberg offers for a “Career Decision Tree” helpfully depict 
the kinds of preparation and experience needed to progress in 
certain fields. This chapter also addresses the value of collabo-
rating with a mentor and the differences between working for 
a startup and a large corporation. “Working Effectively” is an 
insightful overview of the role of the individual in an organiza-
tion; it includes valuable guidance for navigating departments, 
reading signals from company management, and comprehend-
ing corporate politics. “Interviewing” serves a dual purpose: 
This chapter gives the job candidate solid advice on how to 
interview for a position as well as actionable criteria for a team 
tasked with hiring a candidate. Here, the author provides a 
plethora of interview questions divided into such categories as 

“Values,” “Situational Questions,” and “Analysis.”
 The book’s second part examines leadership and manage-

ment skills, which are extensively covered in other guides. Still, 
Herschberg manages to deliver some new, engaging material. 
For example, he draws a perceptive distinction between “posi-
tional” and “influential” leadership, presents the intriguing 

“myth of the alpha male,” and sensitively calls attention to the 
“double bind” of the female leader: “The more a woman exhib-
its the traits often associated with being a good leader, such as 
being direct, confident, unemotional, and ambitious, the more 
she violates the societal expectations we have of a ‘good woman,’ 
meaning gentle, self-deprecating, emotional, and supportive.” 
The portion on being an effective manager is equally illuminat-
ing. The author emphasizes the manager’s four roles (“Strate-
gist,” “Translator,” “Planner,” “Coach”), shares several intriguing 
theories about employee motivation, and provides a solid dis-
cussion of teamwork. The final part of the guide is perhaps the 
most meaningful; it addresses interacting with others, concen-
trating on communication, networking, negotiation, and ethics. 
In this section, Herschberg furnishes numerous beneficial and 

insightful tips. Concerning networking, for example, he sup-
plies specific, useful examples of the wrong and right ways to 
network. The chapter on negotiation may be one of the most 
pertinent in the volume. Herschberg identifies stages and types 
of negotiations, again using excellent, relevant illustrations, and 
suggests how to deal with a job offer. A closing chapter on busi-
ness and personal ethics is laudable.

A valuable manual deftly shows that certain success skills 
can’t be learned in the classroom.

SKYBOUND 
Iovino, Lou
LAB Press (304 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Jun. 4, 2021
978-1-73-717460-8

A massive, enigmatic object appears 
near Earth and halts the planet’s rotation 
in Iovino’s SF debut.

At some point in the near future, a 
huge, opaque, vaguely dart-shaped object 
suddenly materializes in the atmosphere 
over North America, “ensconced in sun-

light, enrobed in shimmering, purpled translucence.” Then 
Earth and the moon both stop rotating. Although the sudden 
stop doesn’t initially create the doomsday seismic and inertial 
forces that science would predict, Eurasia is plunged into dark-
ness, and the Americas suffer blazing, continual daylight. All 
artificial satellites hurtle off into space, and the small crew of 
the International Space Station attempt a desperate return to 
solid ground with a soyuz spacecraft. In a tapped-out Colorado 
mining town reliant on the nearby military base, both a young 
priest struggling with his ministry and his sister, an aerospace 
engineer, will play key parts in the story as the paralysis of the 
globe creates unnatural tides, tremors, and even frightening 
wildlife behavior. Humans, cut off from conventional commu-
nications, fall prey to fear, violence, and religious fanaticism. 
For a story about an immobile planet, Iovino crafts an exciting 
plotline that never stops. The pages speedily turn, and the orbit-
ing subplots and numerous characters appealingly recall all-star 
1970s disaster epics. As a bonus, the most heroic roles, once 
filled by men like George Kennedy or Charlton Heston in such 
films, go to strong female characters. The author teases readers 
with explanations for the cosmic cataclysm but is miserly when 
it comes to delivering any real answers, unless an asteroid-field 
of sequels are on their way. Nonetheless, this book’s action, sus-
pense, and emotional elements will keep readers transfixed. 

A spellbinding yarn about people caught in an open-ended 
space puzzle, told with force and gravity.  

“For a story about an immobile planet, Iovino crafts 
an exciting plotline that never stops.”

skybound
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BECOMING K-9
A Bomb Dog’s Memoir
Jones, Rada
Illus. by Josten, Marian
Independently Published (182 pp.) 
$14.99  |  $9.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Mar. 17, 2021
979-8-71-115948-3
978-1-08-797585-6 paper

In this fictional memoir, a spirited 
German shepherd recounts how she 

became a heroic, bomb-sniffing warrior and lived to tell the tale.
Jones’ canine protagonist, the runt of her litter, is a purebred 

with attitude. The puppy has little interest in cozying up to pro-
spective human parents until two men from the Army arrive to 
check her out. She senses loneliness in the one she calls Shorty 
and agrees to go with him. Shorty names the young pup after 

“the queen of beers,” and as it turns out, Guinness does indeed 
develop a great fondness for the brew. Under Shorty’s guidance, 
Guinness begins her training as a K-9 in the armed forces. Here 
the author includes intriguing details about the finer points of 
canine combat training, such as the proper way for a K-9 to bite. 
Guinness happily explains: “Don’t bite with your incisors, your 
front teeth, nor on one side. Bite with your molars, the big teeth 
at the back of your mouth; Fill your whole mouth with whatever 
you’re biting…push forward to grip deeper instead of pulling 
away; Never let go.” (The book also features black-and-white 
illustrations by Josten.) But the most important thing Guinness 
learns during her time with Shorty has to do with her relation-
ships with the significant people in her life: Shorty’s “my human, 
and I won’t let anyone hurt him, not even his mother.” The 
dog has found her life’s mission. It is with Shorty, before she 
has even completed her military training, that Guinness soars 
in her first assignment—a domestic child abduction case. Sadly, 
the event also brings her first heartbreak. It will not be her last. 
Guinness is an irresistible lead character—smart and steadfast 
but also soulful and delightfully snarky. While the narrative 
offers adventure and some tragedy throughout, it also delivers 
humor and great tenderness. The scenes in Afghanistan, where 
Guinness is eventually deployed, are portrayed with a visceral 
grittiness. Readers can practically taste the ever present dust 
permeating the barren landscape. This is Jones’ first volume 
in her K-9 Heroes series, and it is a lovely tribute to the brave 
canine officers in the military.

Excitement, tears, and many chuckles in a winning story 
about a courageous K-9.

OBJECT LESSONS
A Crime Novel
Kane, Stephanie
Cold Hard Press (212 pp.)
$4.99 e-book  |  Oct. 15, 2021

In this third installment of a crime 
novel series, dioramas featuring minia-
ture homicide scenes—which serve as 
teaching tools for cops—may be inspir-
ing real murders.

Adam and Eve Castle—he’s an archi-
tect and she’s a psychologist—run Castle 

Training in Denver. He builds dioramas that resemble cutaway 
dollhouses where some little mannequins have met with bad 
ends. She writes the scripts: Were these really cases of murder 
or just unfortunate accidents? The cops have to put the visual 
clues together. But to everyone’s growing horror, genuine 
murders are occurring that seem to be inspired by these set-
tings, including a man bludgeoned in his high-rise hot tub just 
as the Castles portrayed it in miniature. At the same time, Lily 
Sparks—an art conservator, former attorney, and the hero of 
this series—is trying to stabilize a Thomas Cole painting of a 
manor. Lily discovers, with the aid of a scruffy genius named 
Raf Feldman, that the work is not a genuine Cole after all. And 
Lily and her lover, Paul Reilly, are desultorily house hunting. (Is 
there a theme here?) At any rate, as in Kane’s other volumes, 
Lily, her insights doubted if not ridiculed, tries to expose the 
murderer. But this places her in danger of being killed herself. 
The author knows how to keep things moving swiftly, and read-
ers get a good picture of hip society in Denver. And she always 
gives readers a little something extra. The Castle Training bit, 
for example, is based on real history. Frances Glessner Lee 
(1878-1962) devoted her life to making miniature dioramas and 
for exactly the forensic purposes readers see in the story. She 
became known as the “mother of forensic science.” As for the 
Cole, the audience learns why the depiction of houses would be 
anathema to the founder of the Hudson River School. That said, 
readers will occasionally find it hard to follow the subtleties of 
Lily’s deductive breakthroughs. Sometimes, the audience will 
just have to take it on faith that she is on the right track.

A whodunit that delivers an excellent gallery of characters 
and captivating historical tidbits.
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REBOOT
Your COVID-19 Quick-Start 
Guide to Life, Work, 
and Hope
Kim, M.K.
Lioncrest Publishing (262 pp.) 
$26.99  |  $15.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
Jun. 15, 2021
978-1-54-452137-4
978-1-54-452136-7 paper

A guide offers inspiration for life 
after Covid-19.

As a result of the pandemic, internationally known moti-
vational speaker Kim saw her face-to-face business evaporate. 
Instead of surrendering, she conceived of four formulas to make 

“order out of chaos.” This book explores her “Reboot Formulas,” 
explains how to write a “Reboot Scenario,” and discusses how 
to survive in a post-pandemic world. The author begins with 
a pragmatic overview of the universal impact of Covid-19 on 
everyday life. She subsequently describes the four formulas, 
illustrating how she applied them to her own business as well 
as providing solid examples from other companies. The first 
two formulas revolve around transitioning from in-person to 
online communications and accepting the broader goal of digi-
tal transformation. Kim not only drove this metamorphosis in 
her business, she understood that the digital data she acquired 
about customers could be used to segment and personalize 
products and services. The third formula recognizes the way 
in which the pandemic has changed the relationship between 
employee and employer, creating the “Independent Worker.” 
The author believes millennials in particular have embraced 
working independently. Still, she perceptively thinks the 
workplace is changing, resulting in the need for everyone to 
consider becoming independent employees. In discussing the 
fourth formula, “Safety,” Kim accurately cites her native South 
Korea’s world-leading response to the pandemic: “The choice 
that Koreans made, even if it required loss and sacrifice, ended 
up saving Korea and its being acknowledged as an advanced 
country when it came to safety.” A particularly instructive 
portion of the book is the detailed, three-stage approach the 
author proposes for writing a reboot scenario, followed by her 
enthusiastic encouragement to become “a chaser,” someone 
who realizes it is never too late to take the first step toward a 
goal. Kim’s strong emphasis on self-education as well as learn-
ing from others is a critical part of a successful reboot. The 
author closes the manual on a philosophical note: “We may 
have lost everything but not ourselves.” Consistently positive 
throughout, Kim delivers wise, motivational words and action-
able strategies for moving forward.

An affirmative, spirited prescription for coping in a post-
pandemic world.

MARINER’S WAKE 
Marsh, Adam
Brick Cave Media 
Oct. 15, 2021
978-1-938190-72-8

In Marsh’s future-set novel, tough, 
freedom-loving, and eco-minded sailors 
patrol Earth’s seas against greedy, cor-
rupt empires.

SF/fantasy author Marsh envisions 
a late-21st-century future in which, fol-

lowing a second American civil war (which ended mysteriously 
and inconclusively), a large number of environmentalists and 
democracy lovers flee the greedy, corrupt United States—basi-
cally a vassal of Russia—to form the Mariners, a seagoing, 
island-centered nation-state. Mariners, aka “shipsies,” are con-
sidered rogues, occupying much of the Pacific with their ragtag, 
resourceful navy. They have cleansed their waters of plastic and 
maintained sustainable sea life (even saving the whales) but face 
incursions from mammoth fossil fuel container ships and vora-
cious fishing fleets. Then from the treacherous USA comes a 
surprise envoy, Congressman Arnold Drummond, claiming to 
want a peaceful mission, in cooperation with a U.S. Navy war-
ship, to investigate a mysterious, sunken complex. The site 
is rumored to hold advanced, perhaps apocalyptic, weapons 
cached before the war, and coordinates have already leaked to 
the criminal underworld. Navigator Kara Nkosi, adopted into 
Mariner society as a human-trafficked little girl and now a fierce 
defender of its values, distrusts the Americans but finds herself 
in dangerous straits as the recovery mission involves powerful 
entities. Marsh’s believable worldbuilding only improves this 
climate-changed dystopia. The well-conceived Greenpeace-
with-guts heroes make compelling characters. The cli-fi aspects 
aren’t overdone and neither are the cyberpunk trappings of 
enhanced humans. Pages turn faster than a propeller when it’s 
time for battle stations, and action comes on brisk and fiery. 
Belowdecks, though, lies genuine conviction about this slightly 
altered tomorrow—a place where morally bankrupt corporate 
states rule like pirate kings and a major holiday is “Putin Day.” 

An oceangoing SF/techno-thriller made especially seawor-
thy by its depth, not just its depth charges.

BREAK THE CHAINS 
OF DIETING
9 Fundamental Must Have 
Principles for Healthy 
Weight Loss
Medansky, David
Manuscript (251 pp.) 

A diet guide features more inspira-
tion than perspiration. 

Medansky, the author of the diet 
books Discover Your Thinner Self (2018) 
and If Not Now, When? (2019), was 
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“Consistently positive throughout, Kim delivers wise, motivational 
words and actionable strategies for moving forward.”

reboot
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motivated to lose 50 pounds when his doctor told him he “had 
a 95 percent chance for a heart attack.” But Medansky real-
ized that all the diets available wouldn’t do him any good if he 
didn’t find a way to keep the weight off. One of the outcomes of 
his own weight-loss journey is this work. Instead of preaching 
a particular diet or exercise plan, as is typical of diet manuals, 
the author’s approach centers on the psychology of weight loss. 
From “thousands of hours of research,” he distilled his advice 
into nine principles that he shares and explains. In addition to 
conveying his own story, Medansky tells other tales—lots of 
them. Some of these stories relate to dieting while others are 
more general parables designed to make points along the way. 
The result is a dieting book that is folksy and informal while 
imparting basic knowledge about how to lose weight and keep it 
off. Most of the nine principles are neither new nor novel; ideas 
such as drinking sufficient water, eating slowly, maintaining 
small portions, and eating whole foods are standard fare. What 
the book does well is consolidate and serve authoritative infor-
mation. In discussing “mindless eating,” for example, the author 
offers several recognizable illustrations, such as “Watching TV 
and eating chips out of a bag and before you know it half the 
bag is gone.” He also lists a number of factors that contribute 
to mindless munching, including boredom and “distracted eat-
ing.” Medansky delivers a solid overview of intermittent fasting 
(restricting food intake for at least 12 to 14 hours a day), which 
has gained popularity as a dieting technique. Other content is 
worthwhile: There is helpful information on the selection of an 

“accountability partner,” the right way to read nutrition labels, 
and tips for overcoming food cravings. Perhaps most impor-
tant is the simple fact that the author is a very enthusiastic 
cheerleader. 

A hefty and useful serving of positive reinforcement 
for dieters. 

DRIVING JESUS TO 
LITTLE ROCK
Merullo, Roland
PFP Publishing (280 pp.) 
$28.00  |  $17.85 paper  |  Aug. 13, 2021
978-1-73672-028-8

A writer embarks on a road trip with 
a passenger claiming to be Jesus.

This latest novel from Merullo works 
from the same template as his beloved 
2007 hit, Breakfast With Buddha. An 

author named Eddie Valpolicella (a stand-in for Merullo) picks 
up a hitchhiker in the spring of 2018 who’s seeking a ride to 
Arkansas. Eddie is headed that way as the guest of a Protestant 
church wanting him to give a book talk. His hitchhiker imme-
diately tells him that he is traveling there in order to attend a 
talk by his favorite author, Eddie Valpolicella. Eddie instantly 
suspects a prank (or worse), but the man, who introduces him-
self as “Jesus the Christ,” convinces the author to give their 
shared company a try for just one day. Still, the whole project 
seems doomed. Eddie finds himself annoyed by the man he 

names “So-Called Jesus” and dumps him fairly early on—only 
to be reunited with the hitchhiker right away and reconciled 
to a long drive together. Prompted by the success of Eddie’s 
earlier works, the author’s agent has already urged him to do 
a book about meeting Jesus—but not the stereotypical Sunday 
school figure. “We need a new Jesus these days,” she tells Eddie. 

“Make him real.” This turns out to be easy for Eddie, who notices 
right away that So-Called Jesus isn’t always saintly. “He can’t be 
Jesus,” Eddie thinks, “because the real Jesus would never be so 
obnoxious.” What follows is a buddy/road-trip narrative that 
would have had Merullo burned in a public square during the 
first 1,900 years of Christianity.

 So-Called Jesus agrees with Eddie’s agent. He wants the 
author to write a book about a different kind of Jesus, a work 
that will fill what he refers to as “the Gap” between the Gos-
pels and the present day. Merullo is a long-standing, practiced 
hand at crafting narratives that are both hugely readable and 
genuinely thought-provoking, and the story of the growing rela-
tionship between his stand-in and So-Called Jesus makes for 
deeply captivating reading. The passenger consistently displays 
supernatural knowledge and abilities. But for a long time, Eddie 
is reluctant to, as he puts it, “surrender my logic and sense of 
normalcy” in order to accept that the hitchhiker is the real Jesus. 
Most of the narrative is mercifully free of the typical straw-man 
apologetics in favor of the “validity” of Christianity (although 
one of the most famous, that “even Einstein pointed to the 
meticulous design of everything…as evidence of some kind of 
Divine Intelligence,” is trotted out on cue). Instead, readers get 
a refreshingly complex, personal portrait of that promised “new 
Jesus”—wry, funny, knowing, and infinitely patient. This Jesus 
is less enigmatic and gnomish than Merullo’s Buddha—he’s 
far more of a pragmatic, working folks’ Messiah, a version very 
touchingly on display when the two travelers share a meal with a 
poor family in a West Virginia hollow. Even non-Christians will 
find this road trip intriguing.

A winningly thoughtful, metafictional exploration of the 
modern nature of Christianity. 

BIAS AGAINST JUDAISM IN 
CONTEMPORARY WRITINGS
Recognition & Apology
Metwally, Tamer
Trans. by Abrahamson, Ben
Self (161 pp.) 
$20.00 paper  |  $8.00 e-book
Aug. 3, 2020
979-8-67-166152-1

A searching account and critique of 
prejudice among contemporary Muslims 

against Jews and Judaism.
According to author Metwally, associate professor of 

Islamic and Arabic studies, a deep prejudice against Jews among 
Muslims is so widespread he is “astonished by its reach.” With 
impressive meticulousness, he examines the nature of that bias—
its historical and cultural genesis—as well as its philosophical 
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lack of legitimacy. The author argues that the animus toward 
Jews is not only unhealthy and close-minded, but based on a mis-
understanding of both Judaism as a religion and its relation to 
the Islamic faith. Metwally carefully scours the Quran in order 
to demonstrate that it accords a profound respect for Judaism 
and its scriptural sources and that the monotheistic conception 
of God promulgated by both is identical. In fact, the prophecy 
cited in the Quran is presented as a continuation of Judaic and 
Christian religion, not a repudiation: “The Qur’an is not a book 
that cancels the holy books of its predecessors, as some postu-
late, and is not isolated from the holy books that preceded it. 
Rather, it is a book from God that confirms the previous books.” 
Metwally convincingly argues that negative pronouncements 
regarding the Jews in the Quran should be read as directed 
toward the insufficiently faithful, not Jews at large. This is a 
very brief monograph—161 pages—and, as a result, Metwally’s 
arguments can be too quickly developed to be fully persuasive. 
For example, it’s not entirely obvious that, despite great similar-
ities, Jews and Muslims share an indistinguishable view of God. 
Also, this is principally a work of theological scholarship, not 
geopolitics—the author notes the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as 
a source of antisemitic prejudice but doesn’t offer a sustained 
analysis of it. Metwally’s scholarship is admirably rigorous given 
the brevity of his work, however, and so free of dogmatism he 
includes criticisms of his work in an appendix. Finally, the prose 
is surprisingly accessible for an academic work, translated by 
Abrahamson, director of the Al Sadiqin Institute. 

A thoughtful, theologically exacting work of scholarship. 

RECLAIM YOUR RIGHT TO 
GROW OLD
How To Immerse Yourself 
in, Be Curious About, and 
Celebrate Life’s Most 
Important Stage.
O’Brien, Kathleen
Outskirts Press (282 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Mar. 13, 2021
978-1-97-723152-9

A septuagenarian ponders the meaning of getting older in 
this guide.

Now in her 70s, O’Brien was 60 years old when she found 
herself struggling with her own personal relationship with 
aging. Eventually, she refocused her attention on aging posi-
tively rather than buying into modern society’s obsession with 
youthfulness. After years spent researching the process of aging, 
she shares this knowledge and celebrates it throughout this 
robust manual, encouraging a radical change in how readers 
think about growing older and how they perceive elders around 
them. The author nobly considers aging to be a manifestation 
of how life is summed up and the “most important experience 
you have as a human being.” With an energetic and welcom-
ing prose style, she urges readers to abandon modern Western 
declinist, anti-aging prejudices in favor of an upbeat stance 

boosting reflections on personal, lifelong accomplishments. 
O’Brien also explores global views through Eastern mindsets, 
rituals, and customs and examines common perspectives on 
aging throughout history, referencing the works of literary 
scholars, historians, therapists, physicists, and philosophers as 
well as incorporating her own anecdotes. In addition, the book 
offers advice on employment in one’s later years and the ben-
efits and blissful joys of retirement. She recommends that read-
ers resist the compulsion to be in touch with others constantly 
via social media and cellphone apps and instead enjoy a refresh-
ing, solitary “mini-Sabbath.” Most importantly, she advocates 
for older adults to acknowledge their wrinkles, praise their 
unique eccentricities, make peace with their aging bodies, and 
stand proud as role models for younger people. The author’s 
crisp narrative repeatedly stresses the limitless value of growing 
older with pride and dignity and letting go of “the burdens of 
middle age and accept[ing] the bounty of elder life.” Convinc-
ing and contagious, O’Brien’s thoughtful message of embracing 
aging is universal and the kind of considerate advice that’s time-
less. To the author, the sunset years are simply ruminative “days 
to fall in love with yourself, do what pleases you, and appreciate 
who you’ve become.”

A rewarding, enthusiastic meditation on appreciating the 
countless benefits of aging gracefully. 

BONE MUSIC 
Poems
Peckham, Joel
Stephen F. Austin University Press 
(90 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  Apr. 29, 2021
978-1-62-288912-9

A volume of poetry explores how art 
shapes connections beyond the random-
ness and tragedy of loss.

The title poem of Peckham’s latest 
collection (many pieces were previously published in literary 
journals) refers to clandestine recordings of jazz and rock ’n’ roll 
banned in the 1950s Soviet Union. Bootleggers cut discs from 
used X-rays, burned a hole in the center with a cigarette, and 
employed a recording lathe to transfer grooves from a gramo-
phone record onto the plastic. These makeshift discs could then 
be played like any record, though they were short-lived and had 
poor sound quality. These discs were called ribs, music on ribs, 
bone music, or jazz on bones. This startling, potent metaphor 
is central to the book and its images of accident, breakage, loss, 
healing, and transcendence. X-rays capture moments of crisis, 
when the broken bones are “halted in ghostly / bloom,” but this 
is also the time when diagnosis and rehabilitation can begin 
their inherent process “the way bones do, all on / their own 
reaching for bone, reaching to make you / whole.” In their low-
fidelity, scratchy fragility, the X-ray discs mimic how the body 
retains its injury, so that a once-broken bone aches in the cold. 
The poem then turns to the 2004 auto accident in Jordan that 
killed the author’s first wife and older son, an event that lies 
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“The author’s crisp narrative repeatedly stresses the limitless 
value of growing older with pride and dignity.”

reclaim your right to grow old
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behind the entire collection. In the hospital, the speaker “lay 
in a hospital bed looking at the x-rays / of my shattered hip and 
the fiery brightness of the pins and screws / and white-hot wires 
and the clouds of tissue forming around them,” which tell “of 
choices, and / accidents.” And yet, like the jazz recorded in bone 
music, “an off-note, a mistake, can be embraced by the soloist.” 
Even overwhelming tragedy can give rise to the grace that is art; 
in the end, says the speaker, “Yes, these bones can sing, set all 
my comrades dancing, / to a ghostly tune.” 

 Throughout the moving collection, Peckham never suggests 
that the healing, soulful work of art is easy, only that it’s possible 
through faithful attention. One significant form of attention is 
listening, which ties in with the volume’s many images of music, 
especially improvisational music—the kind that makes art of 
accidents. While nearly all the pieces in the book are prose 
poems, they’re far from prosaic. The form works well to sug-
gest the poet’s urgency to speak about wholeness. Techniques 
like alliteration and assonance supply the music of poetry, as in 

“Suffering Tape.” Here, the sibilants match the swoosh-y visuals 
of wheeling starlings and glinting fish scales: “Sun and shadow 
as I shook and took the / shape of starlings flocked or the flame 
of sunfish staring up at night / from the windshield’s blue-black 
pond.” Another strong throughline in these poems is stargazing 
and astrocartography, another kind of attention that requires 
seeing and making connections: “We place a thing near another 
thing and it throws a spark, / makes a third somehow in there 
and out, a process we name art (or / God?).”

A superb collection of poems that are haunted by grief yet 
touched by grace.

BEAUTIFUL BROWN 
SKIN CHILD
Rodriguez, Ayesha
Illus. by Risnawati, Rina
Jaye Squared Youth Empowerment 
Services (34 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Sep. 2, 2020
978-1-73566-503-0

This illustrated book of rhyming phrases repeats affirma-
tions for children with brown skin.

Two youngsters with brown skin and curly, black hair are 
greeted on each page with phrases that assure them of their 
worth. Each stanza opens with “Beautiful brown skin child” 
and directly provides the kids—and the reader—with a positive 
statement. They assure the children that they have beautiful 
hearts, are descendants of kings and queens, are smart, and are 
leaders. The text urges them to believe in themselves and fight 
for what’s right. But affirmations don’t negate struggle, and 
the narration also gives readers permission to cry and encour-
ages them to get help when needed, make good choices, and 
seek the truth. Rodriguez’s stanzas scan well, though the text 
design sometimes obscures the rhymes, which are occasionally 
a stretch (smile/high). Risnawati’s flat color illustrations feature 
simple backgrounds, focusing on the kids, their loving family, 
and their supportive, diverse community. At one point, an image 

depicts the children at a march carrying “Black Lives Matter” 
signs, which may be a good conversation starter. A “Daily Activ-
ity” section encourages the use of positive affirmations. It’s fol-
lowed by discussion questions, one of which asks what “melanin” 
is, which is mentioned in the text but not explicitly defined.

An earnest work that will encourage positive self-expression.

FIRE PONY
Ruble, Sheila
Illus. by Ruble, Robert
Barking Dog Press (278 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Mar. 24, 2019
978-0-98-525821-4

When forest fires threaten her fam-
ily’s horses, a Montana girl puts her cour-
age to the test in this middle-grade novel.

Although her room is overflowing 
with model horses, Cricket O’Conner finds training the real ani-
mals to be irritating, especially when it comes to an ornery blue 
roan named Gonna Be. But Cricket has to work on the family’s 
Montana ranch even today—her 12th birthday. With her gift 
money, she buys a china horse painted with flames; Fuego, as 
she calls him, sometimes seems more than just a figurine. He 
stars in her daydream adventures, but when fast-moving wild-
fires threaten the community, Cricket must put aside imaginary 
conflicts and pitch in. After helping rescue a neighbor’s many 
pets (including 30 cats), Cricket returns home to discover that 
two colts are missing. Her mother, frantically trying to protect 
the ranch before they must evacuate, says there’s no time to find 
them. But Fuego seems to tell her a different story: “It’s up to you 
and Gonna Be. You need to figure out a way to find the colts. They’re 
in trouble.” Slipping out with Gonna Be, Cricket embarks on 
an arduous search that will challenge the colt’s mettle and her 
own. In her novel, Sheila Ruble nicely dovetails the plot with 
Cricket’s growing maturity. The girl shines in the pet-rescue epi-
sode; unlike flustered adults, Cricket pays attention, comes up 
with a feasible plan, and implements it. And hunting for the lost 
colts allows Cricket to appreciate what she’s been teaching—
and learning from—Gonna Be. Fuego’s supernatural interven-
tion is perhaps unnecessary but works as a symbol of Cricket’s 
newfound inner direction. Debut illustrator Robert Ruble, the 
author’s husband, provides appealing images. Though digitally 
created, they feel like hand-drawn pencil work and enhance the 
text, including a picture of a grumpy marmalade cat who figures 
in the plot. 

An exciting and involving rescue tale, especially for horse-
loving readers.
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CRY FOR JERUSALEM
66-67 CE
Sanford, Ward
Stadia Books (436 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $7.95 e-book
Aug. 25, 2020
978-1-95-064502-2

In this historical novel set in the 
first century, the lives of four unlikely 
friends are threatened by the gathering 
war between Emperor Nero’s Roman 

Empire and the Jewish population in Jerusalem.
Nero has nearly bankrupted Rome as a consequence of 

relentless prodigality, diminishing the empire’s power and send-
ing many of its provinces into mutinous discontent. His devious 
plan is to manufacture a war with the restive Jewish popula-
tion—especially in Jerusalem—in order to plunder its treasury, 
and he’s prepared to deceive his own generals in order to accom-
plish this. In this second installment of a four-volume series, 
Sanford deftly depicts the historical conflict by chronicling four 
intersecting lives. All of these characters meet by sheer happen-
stance but form a potent bond: Cleopatra; Nicanor, a Roman 
centurion; Sayid, a Roman solider in Nicanor’s legion; and Yosef, 
the military commander in charge of Galilee. Nicanor partici-
pates in a major loss against the rebels at Beth Horon under the 
leadership of Cestius Gallus, who entrusts the centurion with a 
packet of documents substantiating his suspicions that his cam-
paign was purposely sabotaged by his own advisers. Meanwhile, 
Yosef tries to unite Galilee to oppose the inevitable Roman 
invasion but is despondent that his own people visit so much 
violence upon themselves, an inner conflict subtly portrayed by 
the author: “Yosef did not know who he hated more for what 
had happened—the Romans that had pushed the situation in 
Judea to this point or his own people who, for selfish reasons, 
had killed the innocent or let them be killed. They were driv-
ing them all toward inevitable death and destruction.” Sanford’s 
historical rigor is impressive and his account of the age’s trou-
bles, nimbly nuanced, unburdened by any calcified moral stric-
tures. One caveat: For readers unfamiliar with the series opener, 
this will be a difficult (though not impossible) novel to follow. 
But the sequel is a captivating treat for those who enjoyed the 
book’s predecessor.

A thrilling blend of powerful emotional drama and meticu-
lous historical scholarship. 

SIGNS OF LIFE
An Anthology
Ed. by Sasson, Sarah
Moshpit Publishing (192 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Mar. 30, 2021
978-1-92-254254-0

A collection of stories and essays 
about illness and caregiving. 

As someone who’s studied both 
medical science and literature, editor 

Sasson had an interest in how people cope both with their 
own health issues and with treating or caring for others, and 
she put out a call for stories on those themes. After receiv-
ing a flood of submissions—both factual and fictional, from 
around the world—she realized that “these were vital stories 
that demanded to be told.” In these works, more than 20 writ-
ers tell stories from the points of view of family members, 
health care professionals, or patients. Some relate the smallest 
of victories during years of treatments, while others focus on 
rare and harrowing medical interventions, such as Ann Calan-
dro’s terrifying description of doctors drilling into a skull in 

“The Halo.” There’s also the slow, painful realization of how 
a diagnosis can upend one’s life, as in Peter Mitchell’s haunt-
ing story of HIV, “Call of the Crow.” The grueling duties of 
doctors and nurses are represented in stories such as Rukayatu 
Ibrahim’s “We Do What We Can,” set at a hospital in Ghana, 
and Steve Cushman’s “Fracture City,” depicting a fleeting 
moment of reprieve from an emergency room. The tone varies 
greatly from writer to writer—D.E.L.’s “Win a Date With John 
Mayer!” for example, manages to offer welcome black humor 
in a story of a psychotic break at Starbucks—and Sasson pres-
ents stories about a wide, inclusive range of mental and physi-
cal ailments along with a helpful index that sorts the works 
based on diagnoses. A common element of all the works is 
how they highlight the difficulty of going about one’s everyday 
life, despite trauma. “You go home. You take the drug. When 
you wake up, you feel all smeared inside,” Vanessa McClelland 
writes in the standout story “Fuddle,” which deftly encapsu-
lates the frustration, exhaustion, and perseverance that runs 
through the whole collection. 

A rich and varied set of ailment-related works. 
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“Sasson presents stories about a wide, inclusive range of mental 
and physical ailments along with a helpful index.”

signs of life
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10 DAYS 
Dee Rommel 
Mystery #1
Selbo, Jule 
Pandamoon Publishing (332 pp.) 
$27.99  |  $17.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Jul. 31, 2021
978-1-95-062739-4
978-1-95-062736-3 paper

A one-legged private eye searches for 
a missing heiress while navigating may-

hem on the mean streets of Portland, Maine, in this mystery.
This knotty first installment of the Dee Rommel series 

finds the fledgling shamus working at G&Z Investigations 
while on disability leave from the Portland Police Department 
after she was knocked off a roof by a perp and had her lower left 
leg amputated. She’s hired by local tech zillionaire Philip Claren 
to find his daughter, Lucy, a brainy, 20-something research sci-
entist. Lucy’s gone off the grid just 10 days before her wedding 
to a young PR man named Tyler Peppard, whom Claren takes a 
dim view of. Assisted by her friend Jade, an IT whiz who can get 
into any encrypted file or database, Dee delves into the Claren 
clan’s underbelly. The excavation turns up Lucy’s rich, prickly 
mother; an Ecstasy-enabled, extortion-porn plot; and a sinister 
artificial intelligence company’s scheme to surveil people by 
implanting them with microchips. Dee also gets major subplots 
heaped on her plate. A liquor salesman who hit on her at a bar 
turns up dead, and she gets involved in another missing woman 
case when her hairdresser friend Karla Ackerman disappears. 
The latter riddle deepens when Dee finds Karla badly beaten 
in a motel and too traumatized to talk. Then, town terror Billy 
Payer, whom Dee and Karla testified against at his assault-
and-battery trial, gets out of prison and pursues his calling of 
menacing everyone he comes across. Along the way, Dee fields 
romantic interest from canny police colleague Detective Rob-
bie Donato and “the Reader,” a flirty knight errant who’s into 
motorcycles and Dickens novels.

 Selbo’s busy plot creaks occasionally. The mystery’s mecha-
nism sometimes needs people who have good reason to explain 
things to not explain them and others to give Dee notes clarify-
ing things out of the blue when she’s clueless. But the narrative 
usually earns its keep with nifty, engrossing procedural, includ-
ing Dee’s locomotion tactics—how she manages the compli-
cated process of moving around and even climbing a tree with 
her prosthesis. (“I swing my good leg up and use my abs to lift 
the rest of my weight. Hurts like hell.”) The author grounds the 
story in an atmospheric portrait of a Portland divided between 
yuppified quaintness and working-class grit and where every-
one has a shared past. Her characters are sharply etched by 
Dee’s always observant voice. (“The lights of the cameras hit 
two reflective points on” Tyler: “one on the excessive Rolex 
on his left wrist and the other on his shiny, pointy, steel-toed 
boots. He looks like an arrogant dickwad.”) In Selbo’s punchy, 
vivid prose, Dee is hard-boiled when she needs to be, but her 
injury gives her a vulnerability and interiority that deepen her. 
(“My goddamn leg thinks it’s whole again; the knee thinks it’s 

connected to a calf and ankle and foot—thinks it has muscles, 
tissue, fat, tendons, veins, arteries and bones all in place to keep 
blood flowing from my left extremity to my heart….Of course, 
I know it’s my brain dipping into the past; imagining the tickle 
of fresh sheets and the heat of a calloused hand stroking the 
length of my leg.”) Readers will root for her as she steps gamely 
into every peril. 

An entertaining, richly textured suspense yarn with a spir-
ited hero.

DIVERSIONS
Word Searches Volume One
Shatzer, Kerry
Self (114 pp.) 
$9.95 paper  |  Apr. 3, 2021
979-8-55-021055-0

The good, old word search gets a bit 
more creative in this puzzle book. 

In this collection, debut author 
Shatzer tweaks the familiar format of the 

word search—a grid of seemingly random letters that contains 
hidden words for the solver to circle—in a number of intriguing 
ways to increase their complexity and ingenuity. Many of the 
puzzles here have themes, such as dog breeds, shades of yellow, 
computer programming languages, or words with double-Z’s, 
and most have leftover letters at the end that spell out a quo-
tation, such as “War is God’s way of teaching Americans geography 

- Ambrose Bierce.” “Quadruple Quotes” puzzles offer a concat-
enation of three quotations as word lists, with a fourth in the 
leftovers. Shatzer also provides “Fill-Er-Up” puzzles in which 
every single letter in the grid is in a listed word; these are more 
challenging to compose than they will be for readers to solve, 
though, and they drive the puzzle-maker to obscure terms such 
as seely (meaning weak and pitiable) and razoo (an Australian 
term for an imaginary coin). His “Punch Lines” puzzles’ leftover 
letters spell out the punchline of a joke; these range from clever 
groaners (“Why did the cowboy buy a dachshund?”…“He was told 
to get a long little doggy”) to a punning political statement (“How 
did we know Communism was doomed from the beginning?”…“All 
the red flags! North Korea, China, Vietnam, Cuba, Laos”). Some of 
the puzzles scramble the words in the list to impede the search, 
some give clue lists rather than word lists, and some don’t list 
any words or clues at all, resulting in more difficult challenges. 
Shatzer’s brief instructions for each puzzle are lucid and demys-
tifying, and readers who get stumped will find all the solved 
puzzles, quotes, and jokes in the back of the book. The overall 
result is a beguiling collection that truly takes the word-search 
genre to a new level. 

An engrossing and entertaining set of brainteasers to while 
away a rainy day.
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QUEER FORMALISM
The Return
Simmons, William J.
Floating Opera Press (88 pp.) 
$48.00 paper  |  Mar. 18, 2021
978-3-98191-085-8

A work of critical theory revisits the 
notion of queer art-making.

In discussing Twin Peaks and David 
Lynch–ian female protagonists—whose 
depictions manage to be problematic and 

beautiful all at once—Simmons offers one possible definition of 
queer formalism: “A desire to attach and reattach to oftentimes 
problematic elements of culture in an effort to make them love 
us back, as we do with handsome and distant bodies….Queer 
formalism might break the cycle, but it also finds pleasure and 
danger in a perpetual return.” With this book, an expansion of 
his earlier work on the subject, Notes on Queer Formalism (2013), 
the author analyzes the many potentialities of the style, from 
those that manage to avoid the perpetual trap of in-betweenness 
to those that fall into it in surprising ways. The four-part essay 
touches on a range of artists, including painter Amy Sillman, 
pop singer Lana Del Rey, sculptor Greer Lankton, and actor/
photographer Jessica Lange. It also draws on moments from 
Simmons’ personal and intellectual life. The author writes with 
clarity and precision and has a talent for communicating com-
plex ideas using memorable images: “A hand-tinted photograph 
is nothing at all like a color photograph. A color photograph 
already emerges, wide-eyed, in a Wizard of Oz state, whereas the 
hand-tinted photograph could be either queerly reticent about 
the application of color or queerly overjoyed at the chance to be 
seen by others as it sees itself.” By turns catty and somber, Sim-
mons interrogates the art, other interrogators, and himself. It’s 
a dense work, and it moves unpredictably from topic to topic. 
The author himself is not quite enough of a character presence 
to provide his arguments with a narrative element. It is diffi-
cult to imagine the book appealing to those who don’t normally 
marinate in theory. But at this moment, when critical theory is 
perhaps more mainstream than ever before, Simmons’ animated 
thinking may win him a wider audience. 

A short, lively, thought-provoking search for a more encom-
passing queer art. 

PAUSE
Stamey, Sara
Book View Café Publishing Cooperative 
(264 pp.) 
Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-61138-964-7

A cancer survivor experiences her sec-
ond act in this novel.

Lindsey Friedland has had a tumul-
tuous life. A bout with breast cancer has 
left the 52-year-old woman self-conscious 

about her body. She’s two years out of an abusive marriage to 
eco-activist Nick. That relationship mirrored the marriage of 
her beloved but complicated parents, for whom she provides 
care. She still experiences traumatic flashbacks featuring Nick. 
And then there’s the menopause that leads to frequent hot 
flashes. Lindsey takes comfort in her diary, her vibrant friends—
earth mother Crystal and spitfire Megan—and her surroundings 
in the gorgeous Pacific Northwest. On an average day at her 
stable but dull job transcribing medical reports for a local hos-
pital, Lindsey runs into Newman Zender, an old crush from her 
hippie days, handsome and charming as ever, who’s now recently 
divorced with a teenage daughter. The two reconnect on an 
emotional and spiritual level, leading to the best sex of Lindsey’s 
life, but Newman’s not quite ready to commit. Lindsey dates 
other men, though no one comes close to romantic Newman, 
and she soon finds herself in a quandary when a family friend 
lands in the hospital with a traumatic brain injury. Lindsey’s 
knowledge of his surgeon’s history could save the young man’s 
life—but cost the protagonist her job. Soon, Lindsey connects 
with Damon Perrera, the Native American/Mexican editor of 
the local paper, who sees potential in her writing and shares her 
passion for environmental issues. But the mutual attraction is 
stalled when Newman invites Lindsey to join him on a trip to 
Guatemala. Author and traveler Stamey’s writing is strongest in 
her vivid descriptions of locations, from Lindsey’s hometown 
with its quirky settings and stunning forest to the Central Amer-
ican landscape she tours with Newman (“They pass a tilled field 
of orange dirt, morning sun starting to bake it, then the dense 
tropical forest closes over them again in sliding tones of green, 
sparked by an occasional flash of red or yellow parrot feathers”). 
Lindsey’s banter with her best friends as well as her complex fam-
ily dynamics feel extremely realistic; the fact that every man she 
meets is wildly attracted to her, less so. Finally, Lindsey herself 
is an appealing and capable hero, both intelligent and relatable.

A solid, engaging tale about the importance of self-knowledge.

LOVE AT THE END
Stevenson, Wade
BlazeVOX (72 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Jul. 10, 2021
978-1-60964-384-3

Stevenson’s slim poetry book explores 
the exquisite pain of love and loss. 

The opening poem, “Je t’aime,” 
chronicles the peak, and subsequent 
downfall, of a relationship. Stevenson 
offers advice like “Stay away / From the 

amphitheater of fear” in “Being Is So Extensive.” “I Never Sus-
pected” confronts aging and mortality. Nature and the absence 
of loved ones merge in “The Whiffling Wind.” The speaker’s 
mother, who died from lung disease, is the subject of “Once 
Upon a Time My Mother Mattered,” whose narrative takes a 
strange, incestuous turn. The drama continues in “Mama Cry, 
No Cry” as a father’s death upends the family dynamic. The 
author mulls over a missed connection at a train station in 
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“The author writes with clarity and precision and has a talent for 
communicating complex ideas using memorable images.”

queer formalism
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Switzerland in “What Was the Name.” A romantic reunion 
is the focus of “Is It Possible?” In “There’s No Point,” “The 
wanting of things of sex or power or women” is renounced in 
favor of the simple pleasure of breathing. When an unequal 
love becomes unbearable, the speaker “withdrew to the basic 
grammar of a solitude” in “I Write the Song.” “My Equestrian 
Event” is a shocking story of rape at a Kentucky racetrack. Ste-
venson’s descriptions of desire are visceral and unique, “from a 
beautiful thirst to a yearning mouth” to the way a whisper pro-
claiming love “slowly scars into a scream.” He weaves nature 
seamlessly into his poems, describing everything from a “for-
est of shadows” and “an echo of trees” to “darkness stabbed 
with stars.” Some of the metaphors miss the mark, however, 
such as, “The spilled emotional milk flecked with blood / The 
jar of sexual joy smashed to smithereens.” But other turns of 
phrase are so gorgeous one must pause to appreciate them: 

“accept the monstrous / Beauty of just being here.” Stevenson’s 
writing style is accessible and streamlined and will appeal to 
many readers regardless of their experience with poetry.

A contemplative collection of poetry that captures both 
the pain and pleasure of all kinds of love.

THE BOY WHO LIVED 
IN THE CEILING 
Thurlbourn, Cara
Wise Wolf Books (300 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-1-07-913500-8

In Thurlbourn’s YA novel, a home-
less boy and a lonely girl become unlikely 
companions when she discovers that he’s 
been secretly living in her attic.

When teenage Freddie first enters 
the Johnson family’s home, it’s only because they’ve left their 
door ajar after going on vacation, and he means to close it after 
coming inside for a moment to warm up. However, desperation 
makes him stay longer. Abandoned by his parents and without 
other support, Freddie realizes that having a place to shower, 
sleep, and wash his clothes could give him the leg up he needs to 
get out of poverty. Things go awry, though, when the Johnsons 
return home unexpectedly, and Freddie hastily hides himself in 
their attic. He reluctantly decides to continue to live there and 
to eventually slip away after he’s saved up enough money. In the 
process, he becomes aware of the Johnson family’s many trou-
bles, including the fact that teenage daughter Violet’s transfer 
to a new school has made her a target of bullying. Later, Freddie 
reveals himself when he saves Violet from an attempted assault 
by one of her classmates. Against all odds, she agrees to keep 
his secret, and the two form an unlikely bond. But as they grow 
closer, it becomes clear that there are secrets in Freddie’s past 
that could end their relationship before it truly begins. Thurl-
bourn does an exceptional job of taking an unnerving premise 
and spinning it into a lovely story about compassion and self-
acceptance. Throughout, the author explores Freddie’s and 
Violet’s inner lives, giving their struggles shape and nuance, and 
portrays Freddie’s situation with grace and sensitivity. Despite 
the presence of a few genre clichés (such as a shallow friend-
turned-bully), the narrative never feels trite or contrived. It also 
thoughtfully touches on everyday realities of unhoused people 
in a realistic way: “He’d written about his nights wandering 
town because he had nowhere to sleep and moving was better 
than staying still”; “It was the most he’d spoken in so long that 
he felt a little breathless.” It’s a sincere story with likable pro-
tagonists that balances romance, suspense, sorrow, and humor.

A heartfelt, charming coming-of-age story with a 
strong message.
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THE FIRMA TWINS AND THE 
FLUTE OF ENCHANTMENT
A Firma Twins Adventure
Timpko, D.H.
Gettier Group (268 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Feb. 7, 2018
978-0-9860882-9-2

In this middle-grade adventure, a 
half-alien twin ends up surrounded by 
bloodthirsty creatures while searching 
for a powerful artifact.

Electra and Isis Firma are half-human and half-Squrlon, an 
alien race that has secretly lived on Earth for 10,000 years. The 
12-year-old twin sisters play special roles in the battle against 
the Vympyrym, an alien race of giant, blood-drinking rats. Isis 
is the Wielder of the Purple Staff of Death, and Electra is the 
Recorder, who wears the Cliosape talisman to help focus while 
shape-shifting. Electra also happens to be an excellent ice skater 
and hopes to begin training for the Olympics in a few years. But 
her father explains that displaying her skills to the world would 
betray her alien origin, upsetting their secret lives in Arling-
ton, Virginia. Before their parents head to Charlottesville for a 
weekend wedding, the twins see an alarming news segment. A 
reporter is interviewing a Vympyrym that looks like their van-
quished foe, Dr. Dearth. Yet this Dearth doppelgänger is simply 
from RatCon, a nearby convention dedicated to Vympyrym cul-
ture. Granddad, a former Wielder, shows the twins a secret pas-
sage between their home and the Ballston Metro station. On 
their way to investigate the Ratropolis Suites, the twins encoun-
ter three Native Americans performing music on the subway. 
One man with a flute says, “Remember the tune.” When Electra 
shape-shifts into a Vympyrym, she descends into the unnerv-
ing realm of the giant rats. She searches for the potent Flute 
of Enchantment, which can defeat the Vympyrym, and learns 
something shocking about the two alien races on Earth.

 Timpko’s sequel treats middle-grade audiences to a veri-
table cascade of rodent puns and worldbuilding wackiness. 
The author’s love of mock-Dickensian names is evident with 
creations like Scabfellow Crumblord and Pricklethorn Ratbait. 
The latter is a Vympyrym who teaches Electra, who’s disguised 
as Matricidea Groundling, the ropes—no matter how suspi-
cious the tween’s lack of rat knowledge may be. Adults who 
have attended SF conventions will recognize the broad parody 
presented by the plot, as Timpko details author readings and 
dealers’ rooms. The more audiences know about Bram Stoker’s 
Dracula, the better they’ll appreciate notions like the “phleb,” 
the part of a blood-offering familiar played by Electra’s best 
friend, Kelly Horton. Younger readers will also learn about 
mnemonic devices, as a diary by the twins’ Uncle Marcus details 
elaborate shape-shifting methods featuring “SHOKIDDE” 
(Sight, Hearing, Observation, Knowledge, Imagination, Dex-
terity, Decisiveness, and Empathy). While the hunt for the flute 
is always simmering, the author’s free-wheeling inventiveness 
remains at the forefront. Sometimes this delivers low-hanging 
fruit, like the idea that Adolph Ratler was the true villain of 
World War II; other jokes are more inspired, such as “What do 

you get when you mix a human with a Vympyrym?” (“A mouth-
ful!”) When Electra learns that the Squrlon and the Vympyrym 
are fundamentally connected, Timpko points to the skills that 
help the girl shape-shift. Understanding someone who’s consid-
ered the enemy does indeed require imagination and empathy. 
Though this volume stars Electra, and the prior book Isis, the 
next installment should give them equal billing.

This endearingly strange tale with entertaining SF ele-
ments highlights the value of different viewpoints.

AN ALPHABET PET PARADE IN 
TOPSY-TURVY TOWN, 
POPULATION 26
Torres, Judith E.
Illus. by Engel, Christiane
ASHA Press (36 pp.) 
$21.99  |  Jul. 14, 2021
978-1-58041-127-1

A girl chases a stray pet through an animal parade in this 
zany collection of alphabet animals and their owners.

When brown-haired Zoe notices a sign for the pet parade, 
she asks her grandfather if she can get a pet. After assuring her 
grandfather she’s ready for the responsibility of being a pet 
owner, she heads to the parade. There, they see a wacky assort-
ment of town residents and some very strange pets, one for each 
letter of the alphabet. But when a “critter that strayed, / out of 
the crowd into the parade,” starts causing a ruckus, Zoe zooms 
after it on her bicycle, chasing it through the alphabet until she 
finally rescues it and knows exactly which pet she wants for her-
self. Unlike alphabet books geared toward the youngest readers, 
this collection of alphabetical creatures and characters features 
fun and challenging vocabulary words (intercepted, orneriest, oscil-
lated) to go with sometimes lesser-known animals (ibex, quoll). 
Savvy readers will notice that each character’s surname is the 
opposite of their description, giving the Santa Fe–esque Topsy-
Turvy Town a unique cast (“Barbara Boring, the most interest-
ing person you’ve ever met, brought her bats”). Engel’s exquisite 
illustrations offer a bright display of color and activity. The 
town’s quirky residents range in age, ethnicity, skin tone, and 
ability—two characters use wheelchairs—as well as described 
personality. Endnotes offer discussion questions, including 
about the wisdom of keeping exotic pets.

A charming, challenging, imaginative alphabet book; will 
induce giggles.

“Timpko’s sequel treats middle-grade audiences to a veritable 
cascade of rodent puns and worldbuilding wackiness.”

the firma twins and the flute of enchantment
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RACISM BY PROXY
Townsend, Johnny
Booklocker.com (370 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Jul. 20, 2021
978-1-64719-694-3

A prolific author reflects on racism in 
America in this collection of essays.

Acclaimed essayist and storyteller 
Townsend has previously written exten-
sively about his own experiences as a 
former member of the Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter-day Saints and as a gay, White Southerner. 
But it was only in the past few years that he truly came to the 

“painfully slow realizations” about his own implicit racial biases. 
With this book, he hopes to provide White readers with a clear 
perspective as they grapple with painful truths about racism in 
America. The collection’s nearly 50 essays, many of which origi-
nally appeared in publications like LA Progressive, average no 
more than five pages and are ideally read as “daily reflections” 
rather than in a single sitting. The volume is organized into four 
sections. The first part, which is the most compelling, draws 
on Townsend’s experiences with “racism by proxy,” whereby 
White people deflect their own complicity in racist systems. 
This includes the author himself, who found that “protesting at 
a Black Lives Matter rally revealed more of my biases.” Essays in 
this section also include arguments against conservative objec-
tions to “critical race theory,” White privilege, and “revisionist” 
histories of America’s Founding Fathers. Subsequent sections 
address concrete policy solutions to racial inequity, reforms that 
religious institutions should implement to address their own 
sordid histories, and a sweeping vision for social justice that 
includes the homeless, sex workers, and the LGBTQ+ commu-
nity, among others. Written in a conversational style that often 
uses stories and personal anecdotes to reveal larger truths, this 

immensely approachable book skillfully serves its intended 
audience of White readers grappling with complex questions 
regarding race, history, and identity. The author’s frequent ref-
erences to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints may 
be too niche for readers unfamiliar with its idiosyncrasies, but 
Townsend generally strikes a perfect balance of humor, intro-
spection, and reasoned arguments that will engage even skep-
tical readers. Perhaps more attention could have been paid 
to highlighting the scholarship and research of Black authors 
beyond appendix materials for “additional resources.” Still, 
overall, this is an effective primer on the persistent legacies of 
racism in America.

A well-written, engrossing examination of racial bias and 
proposed policy reforms.

LIFESCAPES
Poems
Woodman, Lee
Kelsay Books  (76 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Jun. 1, 2021
978-1-95-435350-3

A collection of poems that chronicle 
a relationship from sweet beginning to 
bitter end.

Woodman begins this book with 
“Vermillion Suit,” a poem about a first 

date, involving a pediatrician and pinot grigio. Soon, however, 
the speaker’s autonomy and desires begin to fade as her part-
ner’s routines and preferences take precedence. The union 
deteriorates further in “No More Sugar” as the author won-
ders, “What happened to bourbon / after theater, ice cream 
and TV?” Eventually, she laments that “Sex fails,” explaining 
that there’s “no carnal rise for a body stone-still.” The Covid-19 
pandemic complicates the breakup in “2020 Upheaval,” result-
ing in Zoom-based court proceedings in “Digital Divorce.” The 
speaker relishes alone time in “What I Learned in Australia” 
and reminisces about a former lover, but by the next poem, 

“Fish Hearth,” she ruminates on that lover’s indiscretion and 
her devastation. She revisits a terrifying emergency room visit 
in “Heart Failure,” pledging “As long as I have strength / to hold 
us both up, we’re ok.” The speaker reveals her truths—being 
dangerously underweight, having an abortion, drinking vodka 
on the sly—in “Secrets I Tell Myself.” She concludes with a 

“Divorce Prayer,” wishing everyone fulfillment and joy. Through-
out, the poet cites inspiration from literary legends such as Eliz-
abeth Bishop, Allen Ginsberg, Sylvia Plath, and William Carlos 
Williams, among others. Woodman’s strengths lie in her inven-
tive use of language, as in the passage “First impressions crossed 
our foreheads, / questions circled our ears” and descriptions of 
the “dead glassy stare” of a suicidal girl and the “luscious flesh” 
of women in a Eugene Delacroix painting. She expresses emo-
tions in a raw, visceral way: “My heart is uncertain, / my anger 
convulsive. / My feet walk ahead / of my brain.” Her poetry is 
also sensual, as when a speaker details how “Warm fingers travel 
/ the arch, nuzzling over / creamy hill and / strawberry nipple.” 
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Indeed, few poems disappoint in this collection, although 
the current-events references in “Waiting,” about a doctor’s 
appointment, may quickly make it seem dated.

A streamlined, satisfying set of works about love and loss.

A GIRL OF COLOR 
Young, Vikki
Illus. by Hayden, Seitu
Self (28 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Jan. 16, 2021
979-8-58-776223-7

A girl connects the colors of her life to the people around 
her in this picture book.

Young Morgan proudly states that she’s a girl of color. She 
points out that while she is a Black girl, that color doesn’t 
match her skin. Instead, her tone is golden brown, “like the sun-
kissed leaves of autumn.” Her best friend is White, but her skin 
doesn’t look like snow—she’s peachy. On the following pages, 
Morgan describes how her family compares her with other col-
ors, depending on her mood and the happiness she brings to 
others. She touches on the hues, patterns, and skin tones that 
surround her. Young’s accessible, first-person narrative, along 
with the clues in each of Hayden’s digital illustrations, makes 
this a strong selection for emergent readers. Like Young and 
Hayden’s previous book, I Too Allergic (2018), this title features a 
child advocating for herself. But in this case, the girl is pointing 
out the beauty of colors everywhere and encouraging readers to 
join her in loving that splendor. Hayden deftly depicts Morgan 
in a number of outfits and hairstyles, showing the huge array of 
expressions girls can embrace. The illustrator also offers a range 
of skin tones both in Morgan’s family and in her community to 
emphasize the uplifting message. One particularly funny image 
shows Morgan experimenting with bright red lipstick, to her 
mother’s humorous dismay.

A bright and joyful celebration of the kaleidoscope of col-
ors in readers’ families and communities.
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“Young’s accessible, first-person narrative makes 
this a strong selection for emergent readers.”

a girl of color



1 4 2   |   1  o c t o b e r  2 0 2 1   |   s e e n  &  h e a r d   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

News of film and TV adaptations in the works

B o o k  t o  Sc r e e n
LAKEITH STANFIELD TO STAR IN THE CHANGELING SERIES

Victor LaValle’s novel The Changeling is headed to the small 
screen, with LaKeith Stanfield to play the starring role, Deadline 
reports.

Apple TV+ has ordered the series, which is based on LaValle’s 
2017 horror novel about a New York bookseller named Apollo 
whose wife and young son disappear under mysterious circum-
stances. In a starred review, a critic for Kirkus called the novel “a 
smart and knotty merger of horror, fantasy, and realism.”

Stanfield will play Apollo in the series. The actor is known for 
his roles in films such as Get Out, Uncut Gems, Knives Out, and 
Judas and the Black Messiah. His performance in the latter film 
earned him an Academy Award nomination for best supporting 
actor.

The series will be written and executive produced by Kelly Marcel, whose screenwriting credits include Saving Mr. 
Banks and Fifty Shades of Grey. Melina Matsoukas (Queen and Slim) is attached to direct. Other executive producers on 
the project include Matsoukas, Stanfield, and LaValle.

LaValle confirmed the news on Twitter, writing, “I could not be happier. This is going to be special.”

DEREK TSANG TO DIRECT THE THREE-BODY PROBLEM PILOT
Derek Tsang has signed on to direct the pilot episode of Net-

flix’s Three-Body Problem series, according to the Hollywood 
Reporter.

Tsang, best known stateside for his 2019 Academy Award–
nominated film Better Days, is the first director announced for 
the series, which is based on Chinese author Cixin Liu’s critically 
acclaimed science-fiction trilogy Remembrance of Earth’s Past. 

The trilogy kicked off with The Three-Body Problem, pub-
lished in the U.S. in 2014 in a translation by Ken Liu. The novel, 
which takes its name from a physics problem written by Isaac 
Newton and Amerigo Vespucci, follows scientists and military 
officers preparing for an alien invasion. In a starred review, a 
critic for Kirkus called the book “remarkable, revelatory, and not to 
be missed.” The Three-Body Problem won the Hugo Award and earned a Nebula nomination.

The Netflix series is being written and produced by David Benioff and Dan Weiss, the team behind HBO’s massively suc-
cessful Game of Thrones. Executive producers of the series include Alexander Woo, who will also write for the show, film-
maker Rian Johnson, and actor Rosamund Pike.

Michael Schaub is a Texas-based journalist and regular contributor to NPR.
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Derek Tsang
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One of the happiest moments of my life in books came 35 years 
ago, when, at a conference of scholarly publishers in New Orleans, I 
attended a reading by Eudora Welty and then, afterward, had a chance 
to talk with her. I told her how much I enjoyed teaching her story “Why 
I Live at the P.O.” She modestly replied, “I don’t know if I could teach 
it. I’m glad you can.”

That luminous story is a prime piece of Southern gothic, mixed with 
utterly loopy plot turns. The narrator is a young woman who, in the lan-
guage of the day, is the postmistress of “the next to smallest P.O. in the 
state of Mississippi.” Her bearded, sharp-tongued grandfather, well con-
nected politically, got her the gig, as he reminds her. Grandfather, mother, 
sister, uncle, and narrator squabble archly throughout the story, with dark 

hints in their conversation: at one point, Mama slaps her for mentioning a deceased relative, though the nar-
rator breaches no family secrets.

“You ought to see Mama,” the narrator remarks offhandedly, “she weighs two hundred pounds and has real 
tiny feet.” In the end, the young postmistress, whose doctor called her “the most sensitive person he had ever 
seen in his whole life,” packs her things and moves to the post office, where, she 
reckons, she’s happy, even if the town is divided over whether to support her by buy-
ing stamps or throw their lot in with her estranged family. 

It’s not the only story in which a post office figures, which explains why an early 
email program, Eudora, should have been named for Welty. The story that opens her 
debut book, a collection published in 1941 called A Curtain of Green, finds a couple of 
upright citizens at, yes, the post office, where a letter arrives authorizing the family 
to place a young daughter in an institute for the “feeble-minded.” Never mind that 
the daughter is an adult and, as she protests, about to marry: She’s sent packing only 
for the story to take an elaborately strange twist that repays close reading.

Speaking of Southern gothic, the title story gives William Faulkner’s “A Rose for 
Emily” competition for best weird Mississippi tale of death. An aging widow spends 
her days tending her garden, helped by a Black resident of her small town. He’s per-
haps not all there, but neither is she, and at one turn in the story it emerges that she’s pondering whether to 
do the poor man in with a hoe for reasons unknown—a metaphor, perhaps, for the fraught racial relations of 
the time (and today).

A photographer as well as writer, Welty paints deft, panoramic word pictures that conjure dusty Delta 
roads, decaying small towns, and people on the edge of ruin. She also reveals a strong sense of racial equity, 
leading Toni Morrison to observe that Eudora Welty wrote about Black people “the way they should be writ-
ten about.” Surrealistic and smart, full of striking language and imagery, A Curtain of Green remains a hallmark 
of Southern—and American—literature 80 years on.

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor.
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APPRECIATIONS  |  Gregory McNamee

Eudora Welty Makes Her Debut

Eudora Welty

Ulf Andersen/G
etty Im

ages




