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Last month, at a White House history conference, President Donald Trump 
attacked the 1619 Project, a series of essays published in the New York Times 
Magazine. The project—conceived by staff writer Nikole Hannah-Jones, with 
contributions by Matthew Desmond, Wesley Morris, and others—explores 
the centrality of slavery to the story of America. Trump claimed that the 1619 
Project has been “discredited”—in fact, Hannah-Jones’ own essay won a Pulitzer 
Prize for Commentary—and groused that the “left has warped, distorted, and 
defiled the American story with deceptions, falsehoods, and lies.” He called for 
the establishment of a “1776 commission” to promote “patriotic education.”

Leaving aside the matter of nationally mandated “patriotic education”—
which sounds like something out of Stalin’s Soviet Union—the president clearly 
misunderstands the nature of historiography, which involves not simply a fixed 

set of facts, but an ongoing dialogue with historians past and present. Just as new 
discoveries alter what we know about the past, so too our interpretations and conclusions transform 
over time. That’s the nature of historical inquiry.

The best works of American history make us rethink what we know and see the country’s story 
from a different angle. Here are a few outstanding titles that Kirkus has reviewed in recent years; any 
of them would be a worthy addition to your own personal historical commission:

These Truths: A History of the United States by Jill Lepore (Norton, 2018): At a 
time when so many works of nonfiction drill down to explore a specific subject 
in great depth, it’s refreshing to see a smart, readable one-volume history of the 
U.S.—especially when it’s written by Lepore, the Harvard professor and New Yorker 
writer who brings such verve and intelligence to all her work. Lepore tackles the 
major events and themes of our national history—wars, slavery, the Depression, 
etc.—while shining a light in more unfamiliar corners. Our reviewer called it “a 
splendid rendering—filled with triumph, tragedy, and hope.”

The Heartbeat of Wounded Knee: Native America From 1890 to 
the Present by David Treuer (Riverhead, 2018): Kirkus’ reviewer 
called this book a “welcome modern rejoinder to classics such as God Is Red and 
Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee.” Treuer, an Ojibwe novelist and historian, begins 
where Dee Brown left off—with the massacre at Wounded Knee—and tells the 
little-told story of Indigenous peoples in the United States in the 20th and early 
21st centuries, with significant accounts of Native resistance, from the American 
Indian Movement of the 1970s to Standing Rock. “We seem to be everywhere,” 
Treuer writes, “and doing everything.”

The Making of Asian America: A History by Erika Lee (Simon & Schuster, 2015): 
A recent Pew Research Center analysis of census data found that Asian Americans 

are the fastest growing group of eligible voters out of all racial and ethnic groups in the United States. But 
they are woefully underrepresented in most tellings of American history—an omission corrected in this 
thorough book by a historian of immigration, the great-great-great-granddaughter 
of a Chinese immigrant. Kirkus called the book a “powerful, timely story told with 
method and dignity.”

White Trash: The 400-Year Untold History of Class in America by Nancy Isenberg 
(Viking, 2016): One of the myths Americans like to tell ourselves is that class 
doesn’t matter in this country—anyone can live the American dream. Isenberg 
shows otherwise, examining the role poor, landless Whites have played in our 
country’s history, beginning with the indentured servants brought to Jamestown 
and Plymouth in the 17th century. “From the eugenics movement to the rise of the 
proud redneck,” our reviewer wrote, “Isenberg portrays a very real and significant 
history of class privilege in the United States.”
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THE FABERGÉ SECRET
Belfoure, Charles
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.80  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-7278-9086-3  

Belfoure’s fourth architectural thriller 
features his most aristocratic and well-
placed architect to date—and the fewest 
thrills.

Grand Prince Dimitri Sergeyevich 
Markhov is the best friend of Nicho-
las II, czar of Russia. Although he’s had 

many notable commissions, his latest—a request from the czar 
to design a Tchaikovsky Memorial—is the most high-profile of 
all, and he throws himself into the project with enthusiasm. In 
truth, Dimitri’s wife, Princess Lara Pavlovna, offers little dis-
traction since she’s preoccupied with all the bedmates she’s 
juggling. And Dimitri’s own lover, Dr. Katya Alexandrovna 
Golitsyn, is an accomplished pianist almost as excited as he is 
over the Tchaikovsky Memorial. But readers who know any-
thing about Russian history will recognize the troubled cur-
rents beneath the surface that Belfoure presents with an air of 
novel discovery. The Russo-Japanese War of 1904 has cut into 
the czar’s popularity. So has his police force’s decision to fire 
on demonstrators agitating for a constitutional monarchy or 
the creation of a Jewish state in Palestine—a goal Katya’s newly 
discovered Jewish heritage makes her embrace personally. The 
court is honeycombed with spies, informants, and traitors. And 
the public jubilation greeting the birth of Alexis, Czarina Alex-
andra’s fifth child and first son, is seriously muffled by the royal 
family’s realization that the czarevich suffers from life-threat-
ening hemophilia, an illness that will eventually (spoiler alert) 
draw the family into a fatally intimate relationship with the 
monk Rasputin. No wonder the czar is the target of repeated 
assassination attempts, one of them involving a creation by 
peerless jeweler Peter Carl Fabergé. Whatever will become of 
Dimitri and Katya?

A clotted exposition followed by a news flash: Nicholas 
fiddles while Russia burns.

fiction
ZORRIE by Laird Hunt .......................................................................10

BLOODLINE by Jess Lourey ................................................................16

THE FORTUNATE ONES by Ed Tarkington .......................................22

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

THE FORTUNATE ONES
Tarkington, Ed
Algonquin (320 pp.)
$26.95  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-61620-680-2
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THE MYSTERY OF 
MRS. CHRISTIE
Benedict, Marie
Sourcebooks Landmark (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Dec. 29, 2020
978-1-4926-8272-1  

In December 1926, mystery writer 
Agatha Christie really did disappear for 
11 days. Was it a hoax? Or did her hus-
band resort to foul play?

When Agatha meets Archie on a 
dance floor in 1912, the obscure yet handsome pilot quickly 
sweeps her off her feet with his daring. Archie seems smit-
ten with her. Defying her family’s expectations, Agatha con-
sents to marry Archie rather than her intended, the reliable 
yet boring Reggie Lucy. Although the war keeps them apart, 
straining their early marriage, Agatha finds meaningful work 
as a nurse and dispensary assistant, jobs that teach her a lot 
about poisons, knowledge that helps shape her early short 
stories and novels. While Agatha’s career flourishes after the 
war, Archie suffers setback after setback. Determined to keep 
her man happy, Agatha finds herself cooking elaborate meals, 
squelching her natural affections for their daughter (after all, 
Archie must always feel like the most important person in her 
life), and downplaying her own troubles, including her grief 
over her mother’s death. Nonetheless, Archie grows increas-
ingly morose. In fact, he is away from home the day Agatha 
disappears. By the time Detective Chief Constable Kenward 
arrives, Agatha has already been missing for a day. After dis-
covering—and burning—a mysterious letter from Agatha, 
Archie is less than eager to help the police. His reluctance and 
arrogance work against him, and soon the police, the newspa-
pers, the Christies’ staff, and even his daughter’s classmates 
suspect him of harming his wife. Benedict concocts a worthy 
mystery of her own, as chapters alternate between Archie’s 
negotiation of the investigation and Agatha’s recounting of 
their relationship. She keeps the reader guessing: Which nar-
rator is reliable? Who is the real villain?

A compelling portrait of a marriage gone desperately sour.

TOM CLANCY SHADOW OF 
THE DRAGON
Cameron, Marc
Putnam (512 pp.) 
$20.96  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-0-593-18809-5  

Cameron continues the late Tom 
Clancy’s long tradition of exciting thrillers featuring the Ryan 
family and rock-ribbed American heroes.

As an American science vessel pushes through Arctic ice 
in the Chukchi Borderland, a researcher hears banging and 
underwater human screams. Soon it becomes clear that a 

“boomer is in distress and calling for help.” Said boomer is 
a People’s Liberation Army submarine patrolling the Arctic, 

and its crew will die if it can’t surface. At the same time, 
series regular John Clark is in Vietnam training new agent 
Lisanne Robertson on how to avoid landing in a “Youras-
sisgrassistan” prison. And the Chinese have their worries 
as they combat the “Three Evils” of “terrorism, separatism, 
and religious extremism.” They crack down on Uyghurs, 
who want “independence from the Chinese boot,” so Chi-
nese intelligence is looking for a Uyghur separatist woman 
in western China whose husband had been trundled off for 
reeducation. But luckily, “the good guys”—in particular, the 
CIA’s John Clark—are looking for her too. It turns out that 
the woman has specific engineering knowledge of consid-
erable military value to the great powers, and she wants to 
escape. Maybe Clark can help, or maybe not. And as if all this 
isn’t complicated enough, the CIA is pretty sure it has a mole 
whom the Chinese have code-named SURVEYOR and who 
is selling secrets to Beijing. The mole hunters search relent-
lessly, because they “hated Communism with the intensity of 
a thousand suns. Socialism was no better.” Clancy’s fans are 
used to these grand-scale plots, where a big part of the fun is 
seeing how all the puzzle pieces fit together in one big salute y
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October is the scariest month, with 
skeletons decorating our neighbor-
hoods and a critical election looming. 
Not to mention the pandemic. May-
be you want to counterprogram your 
reading with a rom-com or cozy mys-
tery, something you know will have a 
happy ending. I recently enjoyed the 
audiobook of Love Lettering by Kate 
Clayborn (Kensington, Jan. 1), a ro-

mance that felt made just for me—its heroine is a calligra-
pher who looks for letters everywhere, more specifically 
within a few blocks of both my home and office—and I’m 
sure any book-loving romance fan will enjoy it, too.

But if you want to lean into October’s anxiety, now’s 
the time to catch up with Oyinkan Braithwaite’s My Sis-
ter, the Serial Killer (Doubleday, 2018), 
which is also excellent on audiobook. 
Narrator Adepero Oduye captures 
the book’s dryly comic tone. Then, 
with your nerves stoked, move on 
to Rumaan Alam’s Leave the World 
Behind (Ecco, Oct. 6), which fol-
lows two families uneasily sharing 
a Hamptons house as the world be-
yond their driveway seems to go 
haywire. “Alam’s story unfolds like 
a dystopian fever dream cloaked in 
the trappings of a dream vacation: Why do hundreds of 
deer show up in the house’s well-maintained backyard or 
a flock of bright-pink flamingos frolic in the family pool 
and then fly away?” our review asks. “Addressing race, risk, 
retreat, and the ripple effects of a national emergency, 
Alam’s novel is just in time for this moment.”

Then you could move on to Marie Ndiaye’s That Time 
of Year, translated by Jordan Stump (Two Lines, Sept. 8), a 

Kafkaesque fable about a Parisian 
man who never anticipated the havoc 
his family would cause by staying one 
day past the end of August in the vil-
lage where they spend their summers. 

“Utterly compelling in tone, plot, and 
style, this slim, sleek story has a ve-
neer of sly sophistication that belies 
the horror of malignancy within the 
village and Herman himself,” our re-
view said. “Part ghost story, part satir-
ic horror, this gorgeously eerie book 

will keep you holding your breath even past the end.”

Or, for something totally differ-
ent, try Bad Island by Stanley Don-
wood (Norton, Oct. 27), a wordless 
graphic novel told entirely in bold 
black-and-white linocut images, ex-
ploring the horrors that befall a 
small island in the middle of a roil-
ing ocean. They include monsters 
real, mythical, and human-made. “A 
picture book of the damned,” our re-
view calls it. “Devoured quickly and 
savored for days.”

If our current predicament is too 
much for you, Stuart Turton’s The 
Devil and the Dark Water (Source-
books Landmark, Oct. 6) will whisk 
you back to 1634 and place you on-
board the Saardam, a merchant ves-
sel heading back to Amsterdam from 
the East Indies. There are murders, 
storms, and secrets, and among the 
crew and passengers, “fear spreads 
that an evil spirit is responsible.” 

Our review calls it “a devilish sea saga that never runs out 
of cutthroat conspiracies.”

V.E. Schwab’s The Invisible Life of 
Addie LaRue (Tor, Oct. 6) is the per-
fect book if you want to dip into the 
supernatural without being scared 
to death. Three hundred years ago, 
Adeline made a deal with darkness: 
She would live as long as she wanted, 
giving over her soul when she was 
tired of life. The drawback: No one 
remembers her once she leaves their 
sight. Until Henry. “This spellbind-
ing story unspools in multiple timelines as Addie moves 
through history, learning the rules of her curse and the 
whims of her captor,” our review says. “This is the kind 
of book you stay up all night reading—rich and satisfy-
ing and strange and impeccably crafted.” Just what we all 
need this month.

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor.

october’s spookiest reads
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to American power and righteousness. And as for Cameron’s 
style, it’s as if Clancy himself were at the keyboard.  

Cameron is a worthy keeper of the Clancy flame. Fans 
will be pleased.

THE SWALLOWED MAN
Carey, Edward
Illus. by the author
Riverhead (208 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jan. 26, 2021
978-0-593-18887-3  

A retelling of Pinocchio from Gep-
petto’s point of view.

The novel purports to be the memoirs 
of Geppetto, a carpenter from the town 
of Collodi, written in the belly of a vast 

fish that has swallowed him. Fortunately for Geppetto, the fish 
has also engulfed a ship, and its supplies—fresh water, candles, 

hardtack, captain’s logbook, ink—are what keep the Swallowed 
Man going. (Collodi is, of course, the name of the author of the 
original Pinocchio.) A misfit whose loneliness is equaled only by 
his drive to make art, Geppetto scours his surroundings for sup-
plies, crafting sculptures out of pieces of the ship’s wood, soft-
ened hardtack, mussel shells, and his own hair, half hoping and 
half fearing to create a companion once again that will come to 
life. He befriends a crab that lives all too briefly in his beard, then 
mourns when “she” dies. Alone in the dark, he broods over his 
past, reflecting on his strained relationship with his father and his 
harsh treatment of his own “son”—Pinocchio, the wooden pup-
pet that somehow came to life. In true Carey fashion, the author 
illustrates the novel with his own images of his protagonist’s art: 
sketches of Pinocchio, of woodworking tools, of the women 
Geppetto loved; photos of driftwood, of tintypes, of a sculpted 
self-portrait with seaweed hair. For all its humor, the novel is dark 
and claustrophobic, and its true subject is the responsibilities of 
creators. Remembering the first time he heard of the sea mon-
ster that was to swallow him, Geppetto wonders if the monster 
is somehow connected to Pinocchio: “The unnatural child had 
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A deep and grimly whimsical exploration of what 
it means to be a son, a father, and an artist.

the swallowed man



so thrown the world off-balance that it must be righted at any 
cost, and perhaps the only thing with the power to right it was a 
gigantic sea monster, born—I began to suppose this—just after I 
cracked the world by making a wooden person.” Later, contem-
plating his self-portrait bust, Geppetto asks, “Monster of the 
deep. Am I, then, the monster? Do I nightmare myself?” 

A deep and grimly whimsical exploration of what it means 
to be a son, a father, and an artist.

LANDSLIDE
Conley, Susan
Knopf (288 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Feb. 2, 2021
978-0-525-65713-2  

A fisherman’s accident in Canada 
threatens to sink the already tenuous 
lifelines his wife and teenage sons are 
holding onto in Maine.

Between global warming and decreas-
ing quotas, Kit Archer is well aware that 

he might see fishing disappear in his lifetime. Yet, given that 
the occupation is the only thing he has ever known, he chases 
catches off Georges Bank. Unfortunately, an accident leaves him 
hospitalized in Nova Scotia while his wife, Jill, is left to attend 
to their sons, Charlie and Sam. A documentary filmmaker, Jill 
has to navigate the minefields of parenting teens while keep-
ing her worries about her husband at bay and trying to endure 
the encroaching winter on an island off Sewall, Maine. It is no 
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coincidence that Jill refers to 16-year-old Sam and 17-year-old 
Charlie as wolves: Their inscrutable silences might well qualify 
them as a different species altogether. The teen years are dif-
ficult enough, but Sam is also plagued by survivor’s guilt: Two 
years ago, he watched his best friend drown. Conley is at her 
best when chronicling the very real forces Jill balances while 
walking a fine line between empathizing with and laying down 
boundaries for her children. The rather pat ending does a dis-
service to the nuance with which the narrative portrays Jill’s 
simmering resentment at her husband’s apparent infidelity and 
her self-perception as an outsider. Jill might come from the 
same class as Kit, but she grew up in Harwich, a mill town: “It 
had more to do with fishing, which was its own status in Maine 
and wasn’t about class but something bigger, tied to the past 
and the ocean and survival.” 

A compelling portrait of a family trying to stay afloat and 
weather every storm life throws at them.

BIG GIRL, SMALL TOWN
Gallen, Michelle
Algonquin (320 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-64375-089-7  

In a small town in post-conflict 
Northern Ireland, a young woman work-
ing in a chip shop observes the lives—and 
contemplates the secrets—of her regular 
customers as she attempts to make sense 
of her own.

Majella O’Neill—who lives with her alcoholic mother, longs 
for her missing father, and mourns her recently murdered 
grandmother—is the cleareyed narrator of a novel that spans 
just one week, from workday Monday to pub-night Sunday, 
but that also returns intermittently to bittersweet scenes from 
childhood. The plot hinges, quite shakily, on the recent and 
brutal murder of Majella’s grandmother, and its turning point 
is the reading of her will. But the novel’s vitality resides in 
Majella’s deadpan observations (“She got her timing from her 
da. He always caught glasses before they hit the floor, her ma 
before she passed out”) and in the acutely replicated dialogue 
that constitutes much of the narrative (“What about ye, Iggy? 
Ah’m all right. What about you? Grand. Surviving”). Like a stage 
play, the novel unfolds in nightly scenes at a chip shop called A 
Salt and Battered! where Majella serves the drunks, waifs, and 
assorted locals that the reader comes to know as well as she 
does. The only disappointment is an abrupt ending that brings 
the curtain down too quickly.

An irreverent portrait of small-town Northern Ireland 
that is both bleakly and uproariously funny.

IMMINENT THREAT
Gunhus, Jeff
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Dec. 29, 2020
978-1-4967-2623-0  

Reunited firmly on the side of truth, 
justice, and the American way, a crack 
father-and-daughter anti-terrorist team 
and their mates square off against a con-
spiracy aimed at assassination on a grand 
scale.

Twenty years ago, Jacobslav Scarvan’s colleagues in Russia’s 
FSB plotted to kill him on a boat in the Aegean Sea. Escaping 
them (though not their bullets) and swimming to shore, he was 
nursed back to health by Father Spiros, a monk whose millenni-
alist dreams helped him change Scarvan’s loyalties while pump-
ing up the volume on his violence. Now Scarvan, groomed and 
ready, is hell-bent on ushering in the second coming by killing as 
many heads of state as possible in one fell swoop. Rumors that 
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An irreverent portrait of small-town Northern Ireland
that is both bleakly and uproariously funny.

big girl, small town



Scarvan’s returned from the dead lead James Hawthorn, direc-
tor of the Alpha Team, to shift Scott Roberts—now cleared of 
the charges of treason that led his daughter, ex-Marine Mara 
Roberts, to hunt him down in Silent Threat (2018)—along with 
Mara herself and the rest of the Alphas away from the pursuit 
of Omega, the global conspiracy the team was formed to anni-
hilate, and focus on Scarvan instead. For an operator who’s been 
out of action for two decades, the 71-year-old Scarvan is sur-
prisingly quick on his feet, and his plans to attack his targets as 
they’re assembled at a landmark New York location are alarm-
ingly plausible. Gunhus supercharges his unlikely premise with 
efficient scenes of run-up killings, revelations of infiltration and 
betrayal, and a brace of climactic surprises, one of them saved 
for the very last line.

If you’re in the mood for high-stakes international 
intrigue, here’s a perfect specimen. Sleep well.

ZORRIE 
Hunt, Laird
Bloomsbury (176 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Feb. 9, 2021
978-1-63557-536-1  

A woman’s life in rural Indiana takes 
shape amid dreams, losses, and fulfill-
ment in this quietly effective work.

As in his past three novels, including 
In the House in the Dark of the Woods (2018), 
Hunt centers his narrative on a woman. 

But where those earlier characters faced war, racism, or sorcery, 
Zorrie Underwood’s ordeals may seem less extraordinary. Born 
early in the 20th century, she is a schoolgirl when she loses her 
parents to diphtheria. An aunt then raises her and dies when 
Zorrie is 21. She takes a job painting radium on clocks and 
gauges, and that lethal chemical sows an early seed of tension. 
She marries Harold, a good farming man with a hundred acres, 
but another fellow, the brooding Noah, also catches her eye. 

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

 



She miscarries in her only pregnancy, and then her husband’s 
bomber falls into the sea off Holland in 1943. For years there-
after, Zorrie works her farm and occasionally ponders the 
troubled Noah, whose story adds an almost gothic sidebar. The 
novel recalls the small but rich agrarian worlds of Meghan Ken-
ny’s The Driest Season (2018) and Mariek Lucas Rijneveld’s The 
Discomfort of Evening (2020). But while those books depict brief 
periods of their characters’ youth, Hunt manages in less than 
200 pages to convey his heroine’s whole life, telescoping years 
and rarely departing from seasonal and small-town rhythms. 
His often lyrical prose traces Zorrie’s hopes, griefs, loneliness, 
and resolve with remarkable economy, although there are occa-
sionally patches that sound forced. Thoughts of Harold find 
Zorrie musing on “the crisply chiseled tale of time told by the 
clocks and watches she had once helped paint faces for,” and so 
on for more than 100 words of rhetorical flight.

A touching, tightly woven story from an always impressive 
author.

THE LAST EXIT
Kaufman, Michael
Crooked Lane (304 pp.)
$26.99  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-64385-567-7  

A dystopian thriller whose heroine, 
aided by an infallible AI implant, seeks 
the malefactors behind a deliberately 
engineered epidemic.

Life in the 2030s is good in some 
ways (LSD is legal, men can give birth), 

bad in others (Miami Beach is no more, Disney has bought the 
National Park Service). The world of Detective Jennifer Lu 
of the Metro D.C. Police’s Elder Abuse Unit mainly revolves 
around two more personal poles: her mistreatment as a child 
by her monstrous mother, who’s now in a nursing home with 
dementia, and the triumph of the “65 and Out” movement, 
which requires euthanasia for all parents of that age whose 
childless children want to get “the treatment” that will make 
them Timeless, prolonging their lives for decades longer. A 
chance remark Jen and her synth implant, Chandler, overhear 
while she’s pursuing an assault case against White suprema-
cist James O’Neil and witnessing a shooting involving Delmar 
Johnson Sr., a father who’s not ready to die for Delmar Johnson 
Jr., alerts her to a broader menace: the possibility that cases of 
rapid onset spongiform encephalitis, once virtually unheard of, 
are spiking because of a counterfeit treatment that promises 
Timeless life but kills its victims swiftly. Warned off the assault 
case by O’Neil’s Timeless father, 112-year-old billionaire Rich-
ard O’Neil, and shut down at every turn by her boss, Capt. Kyrie 
Brooks, Jen struggles to make headway against a monstrous 
conspiracy. All the while, Kaufman keeps the pot boiling by set-
ting a series of illegal atrocities against the perfectly legal kind 
his world mostly accepts.

A strong, richly imagined brew for stouthearted readers, 
with hints of a series to follow.

THOSE WHO ARE SAVED
Landau, Alexis
Putnam (432 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Feb. 23, 2021
978-0-593-19053-1  

A mother’s frantic postwar search for 
her daughter is the highlight of Landau’s 
latest.

Landau’s second novel—like her 
first, The Empire of the Senses (2015)—
portrays haut bourgeois European Jews 

who find their carefully crafted assimilation no defense against 
barbarism. Having fled the Russian Revolution for Paris, Vera 
Volosenkovahas achieved success as a novelist. In June 1940, 
she and husband Max, an opera composer, are ensconced at 
their villa in the south of France, surrounded by prominent 
artists and intellectuals, all in denial about the coming German 
occupation. Landau effectively depicts the psychological dis-
connect between Vera’s expectations—that civilization could 
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not fail her twice in less than three decades—and the sudden 
reality of being ordered to “report for internment.” Vera and 
Max are among the privileged few who manage to escape over 
the Pyrenees and sail to the United States. Out of necessity, 
Vera leaves their 4-year-old daughter, Lucie, in France in the 
care of trusted governess Agnes. Having relocated with many 
stellar contemporaries to Hollywood, Max finds a comfort-
able niche as a film composer. Wrongly or not—Max’s inner 
turmoil is withheld from us in a way that seems manipula-
tive—Vera resents his seeming indifference, particularly after 
news breaks of a massacre in Oradour-sur-Glane, Lucie’s last 
known refuge. An alternating thread involves Hollywood 
screenwriter and aspiring director Sasha, whose origins lie 
in the shtetls and the Lower East Side. Plotlines converge, 
like America’s entry into the war, at first too slowly and then 
breathlessly as Vera returns to chaotic, post-Liberation France 
on a desperate quest to find Lucie among thousands of miss-
ing children. Hollywood’s prewar reluctance to offend Hitler 
is scantly touched on, and the United States’ embargo on refu-
gees not at all. As the novel progresses, the main conflict is 

between Vera’s remorse about leaving Lucie and the protec-
tive bubble she inhabits.

With muted power, this book plumbs the role privilege 
plays in fate.

PEOPLE LIKE HER
Lloyd, Ellery
Harper (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-0-06-299739-5  

A British “Instamum” navigates the 
dangers of fame—and finds herself the 
target of a killer.

Former fashion editor Emmy Jack-
son traded her magazine cred for Ins-
tagram fame with her first pregnancy. 

Now her life is more breastfeeding than brunches, and she 
works hard to convince her tribe of eager mamas that she’s 
barely keeping up—just one of the many myths she’s con-
stantly perpetuating. In truth, she has to be savvy and tough, 
three steps ahead of everyone else, commiserating with the 
sleepless one minute, plugging one of her sponsors—perhaps 
a toilet paper company?—the next. Her husband begins to 
feel like his wife is always performing, like he barely knows 
her anymore, especially when she turns their 4-year-old 
daughter’s birthday party into a public event or ignores her 
best friend’s messages with a wave. But when their daughter 
temporarily disappears at the mall and then there’s a break-
in at their flat, they begin to worry that the price of Emmy’s 
fame might just be too high. Someone is posting stolen pic-
tures; someone else is watching and waiting for the opportu-
nity to take revenge. The first half of the novel is a delicious 
guilty pleasure: hyperbolic descriptions of the glamorous 
superficiality that we all suspect lies at the heart of most Ins-
tagram lives and experiences. But the second half takes us 
to a darker place as Lloyd explores the pitfalls of living a life 
on the internet, especially when that life involves kids. How 
can we ever assume privacy and safety? And when does the 
line between persona and person no longer exist? Despite a 
rather melodramatic climax and rushed conclusion, this one 
will get under your skin.

Silence your notifications and lock the doors, then 
indulge in this delightfully distasteful, cozily creepy thriller.



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   f i c t i o n   |   1 5  o c t o b e r  2 0 2 0   |   1 3

 

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



1 4   |   1 5  o c t o b e r  2 0 2 0   |   f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

Tana French writes the most complex, atmospher-
ic crime novels around. After six intense books focus-
ing on the Dublin Murder Squad, she wrote The Witch 
Elm (2018), a stand-alone told from the perspective of 
a crime victim who turns into a suspect. Now, with The 
Searcher (Viking, Oct. 6), she’s again produced a book 
that feels quite different. Cal Hooper is a retired Chi-
cago detective who’s just moved to Ardnakelty, a small 
(fictional) village on the west coast of Ireland. He isn’t 
even Irish American—he’s just looking for a remote 
spot to do some fishing and try to forget the wife who 
left him. Then, of course, he gets drawn into a mystery, 

asked by a local kid to figure out what happened to his 
missing brother. French recently spoke with Kirkus by 
Zoom from Dublin; the conversation has been edited 
for length and clarity.

This is the first time you’ve written a book without a 
first-person narrator. Why did you decide to do that?
It’s about the main character. The main character, 
usually the narrator, tends to shape the world of the 
book for me. And because I’d been writing The Witch 
Elm, which is so much about what’s inside the narrator’s 
head, I kind of felt like I’d had enough. I wanted to 
see if I could write something that was about someone 
who’s much more action based, to whom what matters 
isn’t what you think, it’s what you do. And that meant 
a third-person narrator made more sense.

The other thing that’s different about this book is that 
it’s not set in Dublin.
I’ve always loved the west of Ireland. It’s beautiful. 
And it’s a whole different kind of beauty from the east 
coast, where I live, because the East is much more 
gentle and green, a very welcoming landscape. And the 
West is wild. The West has the Atlantic Ocean, and 
it has great rockscapes; there’s a harsher edge to its 
beauty. And when I started thinking about what would 
eventually turn out to be this book, I’d been reading 
a lot of Westerns—for some reason I’d never got into 
the genre before, but I was loving them. And one of 
the things I noticed was that the generic Western 
setting has a lot of resonances with the west of Ireland. 
There’s a harsh countryside that demands real physical 
and mental toughness from anyone who wants to make 
a living out of it. And there’s that sense that this is a 
place very far from the locus of power and lawmaking. 
It’s so far away that people can easily feel that the 
powers that be have no knowledge of their daily lives, 
and so if they want there to be a law to their society, 

COVER STORY
Tana French

INSPIRED BY AMERICAN WESTERNS, THE ACCLAIMED CRIME NOVELIST 
LEAVES DUBLIN FOR A MYSTERY SET IN THE WEST OF IRELAND
By Laurie Muchnick

Jessica Ryan
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a set of rules that makes their society function, they 
have to come up with those themselves.

Do you have any Westerns you would recommend?
I love Lonesome Dove. That’s what started me off on the 
genre. There’s so much to it, how McMurtry manages 
to write this huge, sprawling epic and yet keep you 
utterly connected to every character. I don’t even 
know how many main characters there are—a dozen? 
And yet you’re completely hooked by every one. And 
I love True Grit, which is completely the opposite. It’s 
first person. It’s a very tight, tight, tight focus. It’s not 
sprawling—it’s brief and concise, and every sentence 
pulls its weight. And I love The Sisters Brothers for 
something a bit more modern. I thought that was just 
great for showing a slightly twisted perspective on the 
whole genre.

You were born in the United States and grew up all over 
the world. When you’re writing about Ireland, do you 
feel like an outsider, or after 30 years there, do you 
feel like you’re inside it?
I’m kind of on the borderline. I don’t think I can call 
myself Irish in the sense that my husband can—he’s 
from Dublin, from a very old neighborhood; his family 
traces back there probably past the Vikings. That’s 
real, rooted, proper Irish. But on the other hand, I’m 
culturally more Irish than I am anything else. Dublin’s 
the only city where I can tell you where to get a good 
pint and what bus route will take you from A to B and 
where not to go after dark and what every different 
accent means in social terms. I’m from Dublin more 
than anywhere else, but I’m definitely not a proper 
Dub. And it makes a difference to perspective. 

Why did you decide to make Cal an American?
If I’m writing something with a Western tinge, there’s 
the stranger in town. He shows up in so many Westerns, 
rolling into the saloon with a secret or two under his 
belt. And if he’s going to be an outsider, he couldn’t be 
Irish, because the Irish are all connected in one way or 
another. Say I’d made him from Dublin. OK, maybe he 
didn’t know anyone in Ardnakelty, but his mom would 
have worked with someone from there, or he would 
have gone out with a girl from there once, and within 
an hour the town gossip would place a connection 
and it would have been used to define him—and once 
you’ve defined the outsider, he doesn’t have that same 
power to disrupt.

With everything that’s been going on in the United 
States this summer, I’ve been thinking about how 

so many of the books we read are told from the 
perspective of the police.
That was definitely in my mind when I was writing The 
Witch Elm. I had written six novels from the point of 
view of the detective, and that is not the only or the 
most important perspective in any police investigation. 
You’ve also got the victim, you’ve got the suspect, 
you’ve got the witnesses, you’ve got the killer. And 
all of their experiences are as vivid, as intense, and as 
important as the detective’s. 

With The Searcher, Cal isn’t a detective anymore 
because he has come to feel that either he or the job 
itself cannot be trusted to do what he wanted from it, 
which was to make the world a better place. And that’s 
why he’s no longer a detective, even though he does get 
drawn back into that role—the old gunslinger comes 
out of retirement for one more mission. 

One of the things I like about Westerns is that 
they’re very focused on the idea of right and wrong 
and its complexity. The fact that mostly good people 
sometimes do bad things, and that doesn’t make it OK. 
And mostly bad people sometimes will do good things, 
and that’s not necessarily redemption. With Cal, I was 
aiming to have that complexity. It’s not as simple as 
he is a good guy, he has made the world a better place, 
or he is a villain, he is evil, everything he does makes 
the world worse. There isn’t necessarily going to be the 
clarity that we want.

The Searcher was reviewed in the Aug. 1, 2020, issue.
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BLOODLINE 
Lourey, Jess
Thomas & Mercer (348 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Jan. 1, 2021
978-1-5420-1631-5  

Lourey returns to the Minnesota 
town of Lilydale, whose perfect exterior 
hides a seething mass of horror.

After she’s mugged, pregnant reporter 
Joan Harken agrees to move from Min-
neapolis to her fiance Deck Schmidt’s 

hometown both for her own safety and to save Deck from the 
military draft that’s claimed so many other men in 1968. Deck’s 
parents and their friends on Mill Street welcome the couple with 
joy, installing them in Deck’s childhood home. Accustomed to 
big-city living, Joan immediately feels smothered and uneasy 
with the attention she gets from the townspeople, who seem 
unusually delighted with a pregnancy she hadn’t wanted to 
reveal yet. Desperate for a job, she gets one on the small local 

paper, which sends her out to do the usual puff pieces, and 
finds herself intrigued by a story about a little boy who van-
ished from school in 1944 and was never found—and the man 
who’s just shown up in town claiming to be that boy. As she 
investigates, she feels constantly watched and reported on by 
the Mill Street gang and quickly learns she can trust no one. 
Her paranoia about the way she’s treated and the things she’s 
learning makes even Ursula, her college roommate and best 
friend, think she needs help. Realizing that the only way she 
may ever learn the truth about the town’s strange past and dis-
turbing present is by pretending to be docile, she’s still out-
smarted by the cultish group, which forces her to give birth at 
home. She awakens bloody and in pain and without her baby. 
In a desperate attempt to rescue her child, she uses every bit of 
remaining strength and wit to escape Lilydale.

Based on a true story, this is a sinister, suspenseful thriller 
full of creeping horror.

CONSENT
Lyon, Annabel
Knopf (288 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Jan. 26, 2021
978-0-593-31800-3  

Two pairs of sisters share a similar 
dynamic—and a tragically intertwined 
fate.

After Lyon made her debut with 
a well-received historical novel about 
Aristotle (The Golden Mean, 2010) and 

followed it with a sequel (The Sweet Girl, 2013), her third 
adult novel is a complete departure, set largely in present-day 
Vancouver. Sara is a sophisticated intellectual who shops for 
designer clothes and expensive perfume in Paris; she consid-
ers her hometown a bit of a backwater. But after her mother’s 
death, Sara’s travels are curtailed, as the care of her develop-
mentally disabled younger sister, Mattie, is now in her hands. 
Though she’s not paying close enough attention to prevent 
the beautiful Mattie from getting married to their late moth-
er’s handyman, as soon as she finds out about the marriage, 
she swings into action to have it annulled. In a parallel sto-
ryline, Saskia and Jenny are a pair of twins who are as differ-
ent as Sara and Mattie. Saskia is the smart one, Jenny the 
wild one. And like Sara’s, Saskia’s prospects will ultimately 
be constrained by her sisterly responsibilities. Following 
two similar stories with similarly named characters can be 
a challenge, and between that and the amount of contriv-
ance and tragedy required to bring the storylines together, 
Lyon’s novel bogs down. The most enjoyable aspects of the 
book have little to do with the plot and are mostly Sara’s—
scenes in dress shops and perfume stores, her thoughts about 
the plots of a fictional memoir and a fictional TV show, her 
fantasy of an imaginary alternate life. “In her mind she lives 
alone, somewhere old and elegantly seedy: Lisbon, Venice, or 
some old Caribbean port where the sun dawns pinkly and the 
trade winds cool the veranda in the evening…she drinks at 
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Based on a true story, this is a sinister, suspenseful 
thriller full of creeping horror.

bloodline
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dusk and writes on a vintage pink typewriter before that….” 
Instead, she’s stuck in this B-movie melodrama.

An ultrabusy plot overwhelms elegant writing.

OUTLAWED
North, Anna
Bloomsbury (272 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jan. 26, 2021
978-1-63557-542-2  

A young woman in an alternate ver-
sion of the 1890s American West joins a 
gang of outlaws.

Ada is just a teenager living in the 
Independent Town of Fairchild when 
she’s married off and expected to start a 

family with her new husband. The daughter of the town’s mid-
wife, Ada knows just about all there is to know about childbirth 
and childbearing—except the reasons behind the failure to 

conceive, the worst fate that can befall a woman in her society. 
(The standard punishment for a “barren” woman is to be hanged 
as a witch.) When she herself cannot get pregnant, Ada must 
leave her mother and young sisters behind, first fleeing to a con-
vent. Then, when she becomes dissatisfied by the limitations 
to her learning that convent life dictates, she is directed by the 
Mother Superior to the Hole in the Wall Gang. Well known as 
robbers in “the territories,” the gang is led by the mysterious 
Kid, a figure said to be as “tall as a pine tree and as strong as 
a grizzly bear.” But when Ada is secreted to their hideout, she 
finds none of the outlaws, least of all the Kid, are what they 
seem. North has smashed two unlikely genres together here: 
the dystopian alternate history and the Western. Calling it 
The Handmaid’s Tale crossed with Butch Cassidy and the Sundance 
Kid goes some way to describe the novel’s memorable world, 
but it is also wholly its own. It earns its place in the growing 
canon of fiction that subverts the Western genre by giving voice 
to the true complexity of gender and sexual expression, as well 
as race relations, that has previously been pushed to the mar-
gins of traditional cowboy or westward expansion tales. 

A genre- (and gender-) bending take on the classic 
Western.

LOVE SONGS FOR SKEPTICS
Pishiris, Christina
Sourcebooks Landmark (416 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-72821-760-4  

With her childhood crush returned 
to London and her career on the line, a 
30-something woman finds herself con-
templating life and love.

Zoë Frixos, the 34-year-old editor of 
Re:Sound, is being verbally accosted by 

boy-bander Jonny Delaney. In the middle of a party honoring 
Zoë’s mentor, Patrick Armstrong, Jonny, “The Cute One” in 
the impossibly popular group Hands Down, has decided to 
launch a tirade against Re:Sound’s negative review of the band’s 
latest album. The magazine, established in the 1960s heyday 
of Jimmy Page and Keith Richards, is now struggling in the 
age of digital media, but Zoë isn’t about to let an artificial pop 
band take away what’s left of their rock ’n’ roll cred. Though 
she escapes with a pithy comeback, Hands Down’s publicist—
the infuriatingly tall, dark, and handsome Nick Jones—calls 
Zoë out, sparking a heated rivalry. To make matters worse, her 
publisher, Mike, has bad news: Re:Sound will be shut down 
if they can’t get their circulation numbers up. Zoë is placing 
her hopes on scoring an interview with the reclusive Marcie 
Tyler, a legendary artist who has been out of the spotlight 
for a decade. But as Marcie’s newly appointed PR man, Nick 
holds the key to Re:Sound’s success, and he’s not above using 
positive press for Hands Down as leverage. In her personal life, 
Zoë’s got another man vying for her attention: Her childhood 
crush Simon Baxte has returned after decades, as charming 
as ever. And with her brother Pete’s big, fat Greek wedding 

A young woman in an alternate version of the 
1890s American West joins a gang of outlaws.

outlawed
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on the horizon, moussaka’s about to hit the fan. Zoë’s career 
struggles and romantic woes make for a relatable plot about 
what really happens after childhood dreams come true, and 
a vibrant cast of supporting characters adds plenty of humor 
and heart.

Like a favorite playlist, this cozy rom-com hits the right 
notes.

THE SHADOW BOX
Rice, Luanne
Thomas & Mercer (368 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Feb. 1, 2021
978-1-5420-0955-3  

An artist comes back from the dead 
to help catch her killer.

Addressing the reader with discon-
certing directness, Claire Beaudry Chase 
explains that she’s died. This turns out to 

be a half-truth; she’s awakened after having been strangled and 
left for dead by a man in a black mask—whom she presumes 
to be Griffin, her husband. Claire is expected that evening at 
the Woodward-Lathrop Gallery for the opening of her new art 
exhibit, and when she doesn’t arrive, Griffin, a Connecticut 
State’s Attorney and candidate for governor, shows appropri-
ate concern. Conor Reid, a detective with the state police, is 
at the opening with his girlfriend, Kate Woodward, who owns 
the gallery, and his sister-in-law, Jackie, who runs it. Claire 
goes into hiding and slowly recovers, her belief in Griffin’s 
guilt intensified by the memory of his girlfriend Ellen’s suspi-
cious suicide a generation ago. Meanwhile, Conor begins to 
investigate what happened to Claire the night of the opening. 
Claire’s revelations alternate with accounts of Conor’s probe 
and the investigation of a second mystery. A couple sailing on 
Long Island Sound discovers Dan Benson clinging to what’s 
left of his boat. His wife, Sallie, and their children, Gwen and 
Charlie, are missing. Chapters from Sallie’s perspective, lead-
ing up to the incident, are folded in. Rice front-loads the plot 
and introduces a daunting number of characters early on, but 
Claire’s absorbing narration keeps the story afloat until some 
important distinctions and connections become clearer. Once 
a link between the two stories is established, Conor’s probe 
proceeds quickly, aided by Jackie and eventually the resur-
rected Claire.

Rice’s compelling heroine and crisp prose lift her brisk 
thriller above the formulaic.

AT THE EDGE OF THE HAIGHT
Seligman, Katherine
Algonquin (304 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-1-64375-023-1  

A young homeless woman is an unwit-
ting witness to murder in this debut 
novel set on the streets of San Francisco.

All 20-year-old Madlynne Donaldo 
wants to do is to live an invisible life in 
the shadows of Golden Gate Park with 

her friends Ash, Hope, and Fleet. Having run away from Los 
Angeles, she’s trying to figure out what her next steps should 
be even though life can only be lived a day at a time on the 
fringes of San Francisco. Unfortunately, as she’s out walking her 
dog, she finds teen Shane Golden, who’s taking his last breaths, 
and also spots his killer. Soon, Shane’s parents come looking for 
answers, and Maddy feels pressured into helping. Maddy’s past 
as the daughter of an absent father and a depressive mother 
is interesting but blurs away just before it can gather enough 
steam to be revealing. Seligman constantly shifts the narrative’s 
focus as it chugs forward in fits and starts. Dave Golden, Shane’s 
father, is unconvincing as a grieving dad, and his investment in 
Maddy feel tacked on and unrealistic. The novel is also unclear 
about its central thesis: Is this a murder mystery with a look 
at homelessness, or is it mostly about homelessness with a side 
of murder? Tangential plot points—Fleet is hospitalized from a 
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drug reaction and Ash suddenly takes off for a Wyoming wilder-
ness camp—further fray the already loosely held storylines. All 
told, Seligman is to be commended for an insightful portrayal 
of homelessness. She’s at her best when showing just how tenu-
ous life on the streets can be. “Stories were hard to decipher 
because they were filtered through people,” a character says. 
This might well apply to this heartfelt and unfocused novel.

Brave but scattershot storytelling.

POPOL VUH
A Retelling
Stavans, Ilan
Illus. by Larios, Gabriela
Restless Books (160 pp.) 
$22.00  |  Oct. 27, 2020
978-1-63206-240-6  

An illustrated retelling of the Mayan 
K’iche’ peoples’ text of creation.

This reimagination of the seminal text of K’iche’ mythol-
ogy is the latest of many books by Latin American literature 
scholar Stavans, ranging from the history of Spanglish to 
studies of Gabriel García Márquez and Octavio Paz. Stavans’ 
work is “not a translation...but a recalibration” of the Popol 
Vuh, a text originally transcribed by Father Francisco Ximé-
nez de Quesada, who arrived in today’s Chichicastenango, 
Guatemala, in 1701. Ximénez recorded the oral stories of 
creation told by the K’iche’ (or Quiché) people in phonetic 
Latin, which he then translated to Spanish. Stavans’ English 
translation attempts to modernize the language so that con-
temporary readers may slip into this mystical landscape of 
jungles and volcanoes, jaguars and feathered serpents, coy-
otes and people made of corn. Salvadoran illustrator Larios 
provides lush images to accompany stories of the Earth and 
the underworld, Xibalba, and the animals and gods that 
inhabit them. Magical capes, heads made of squash, flower-
collecting ants, and messenger owls all turn the tides in 
K’iche’ history. Most important are Junajpu and Ixb’alanke, 
the hero twins, who avenge the deaths of their father and 
uncle by challenging the gods of the underworld to a ball 
game. The myth ends with the arrival of the bearded White 
man, which King Q’uq’umatz foresees in fear: “There will be 
blood running through the rivers. Mothers and fathers, sis-
ters and brothers shall perish.” There are as many gods as in 
Greek or Roman mythology, and a list of characters is pro-
vided to guide the reader. Still, it may be difficult to grapple 
with the profundity of these stories without some knowl-
edge of the history of the region. 

A beautiful interpretation of pivotal Central American 
history told through contemporary illustration and language.

THE FORTUNATE ONES 
Tarkington, Ed
Algonquin (320 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-61620-680-2  

A hefty political page-turner about 
what it means to have money and how 
we fall in love with it.

Tarkington begins his pungent politi-
cal drama with an epigraph from Rob-
ert Penn Warren’s All the King’s Men, 

announcing his lofty intentions before the novel proper has 
even begun. By turns sprawling and intimate, the book looks 
at the blessing and curse of Southern noblesse oblige through 
the eyes of those who have and those who don’t. Arch Creigh 
got his leg up from a new-money uncle, and he sees his future 
in the realm of Republican politics in his native Nashville. His 
boyhood friend, also the story’s narrator, is Charlie Boykin, 
a conscientious poor kid with a young, pretty mom and only 
a few scruples about accepting a helping hand. Tarkington is 
a gifted storyteller, largely because he knows how to let his 
finely developed characters do the heavy lifting. Money isn’t 
all that separates the novel’s nouveau riche from its reluctant 

A hefty political page-turner about what it means to 
have money and how we fall in love with it.

the fortunate ones
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strivers. There’s also the matter of idealism, always an iffy pros-
pect in politics; and authenticity, which grows elusive as fine 
living and friends in high places seduce and destroy what lies 
in their paths. Charlie, who didn’t grow up with money, essen-
tially falls in love with what and whom it represents, including 
Arch’s wife, Vanessa. Tarkington weaves in some scandal—an 
affair, an abortion, and enough secrets to keep readers guess-
ing. But he’s not just prompting the next page turn. The novel 
is concerned with what lies beneath both the best intentions 
and worst impulses. There’s a tantalizingly thin line between 
love and desire here. Mistaking one for the other is easy. It’s 
also catastrophic.

An impressive literary balancing act that entertains as it 
enriches.

THE FOURTH CHILD
Winter, Jessica
Harper (352 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-0-06-297155-5  

Teen pregnancy, Christian faith, inter-
national adoption, and the abortion wars 
shape the story of a mother and daughter 
in Buffalo, New York.

After an acclaimed debut (Break in Case 
of Emergency, 2016), New Yorker editor Win-

ter tells the slowly unfurling story of Jane, a bookish and devout 
teenager with a mean mother and anorexic tendencies. Her tor-
tured 1970s adolescence is cut short when she gets pregnant and 
ends up married to Pat and raising their daughter instead of fol-
lowing her friends to the University of Buffalo. One of the loveli-
est parts of this novel is Jane’s early motherhood experience with 
her daughter Lauren—a sweet and sensual romance shaped by 
Jane’s reading of D.W. Winnicott. She has a couple more kids, then 
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the novel skips ahead to Lauren’s adolescence in the early 1990s, 
also very closely observed: There’s Drama Club, an inappropriate 
young teacher, Nirvana, and the Red Hot Chili Peppers….Winter’s 
gifts for dialogue and characterization are evident in Lauren’s best 
friend’s analysis of her favorite musicians: “ ’John is so depressed,’ 
Paula said. ‘He can’t handle the fame.’ Paula talked about all her 
rock stars like this, like they were her friends who confided in her….
She talked about Kurt Cobain’s mysterious stomach condition like 
she was his personal physician.” Jane gets involved in the Christian 
pro-life movement and surprises her family by adopting a deeply 
disturbed 3-year-old from Romania. For a long time, there is one 
leisurely episode after another with very little narrative momen-
tum established. Is anything ever going to happen? Then, about 
two-thirds of the way through, you see exactly where it’s heading, 
and it’s so ripped-from-the-headlines that one hopes for a surprise. 
But Winter doesn’t seem to care about plot; the quick series of 
climactic events at the end are the flattest parts of the book. On 
the other hand, if you have the patience, there is much—including 
snarky riffs on Buffalo and the Buffalo accent!—to enjoy.

Excellent writing and well-developed characters contend 
with uneven pacing and a predictable plot.

HOT TO TROT
Beaton, M.C.
Minotaur (256 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-1-2501-5775-1  

A private detective brings her most 
underhanded skills to her attempted res-
cue of a longtime lover.

The irascible Agatha Raisin and 
her staff, who’ve taken on many an odd 
case, go all out when Agatha’s friend and 

sometime lover Sir Charles Fraith makes a disastrous mistake. 
Even Charles’ devoted servant, Gustav, who despises Agatha, is 
desperate to keep his boss from marrying the wealthy but all 
too well-named Mary Brown-Fields. Agatha calls on her publi-
cist friend Roy Silver to tap all his sources and find out what’s 
forcing Charles to agree to marry a woman so awful that only 
her parents could love her. When, between the wedding and 
the honeymoon, Gustav tells Charles what he’s found out about 
Mary’s nefarious plans for his beloved estate, Charles exclaims, 

“The bitch! I’ll kill her!” Meanwhile, Agatha has a nasty public 
fight with Mary, who caught her sneaking into the wedding, but 
that doesn’t stop her from crashing a fancy-dress masked ball 
Mary throws herself for her birthday. As Charles is escorting an 
unmasked Agatha out of the party, they discover Mary hang-
ing from a beam in the barn. The Chief Inspector, who’s always 
hated Agatha, has her arrested even though she and Charles 
have the perfect alibi. Of course the arrest makes her even more 
determined to find the killer. She’s gratified to learn that Mary 
was hated by most of the show jumpers who competed with her 
in her favorite sport. Roy learns to ride; Agatha is attacked by 
mean-girl show jumpers; and Charles proves as faithless as ever.

The pseudonymous author, who died last year, displays 
her heroine’s finest qualities in a case packed with dark 
horses.

FATAL DIVISIONS
Booth, Claire
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-7278-8997-3  

A Missouri sheriff seeking peace 
meets murder instead.

Everyone who cares for Sheriff Hank 
Worth wants him to take a break since 
he still feels guilty over the deaths of six 
teens killed in a car accident in A Deadly 

Turn (2019). He finally agrees to leave Branson and visit his col-
lege roommate, Jerry, in Columbia, mainly because his wife’s 
Aunt Fin, who also lives there, has secretly asked for his help. 
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Aunt Fin fears that her husband, Lew, has something to do with 
the disappearance of his secretary, Tina Hardy. Fin is also wor-
ried about Lew’s business, Closeout Castle, which has been 
crippled by competition from internet sales, but Lew refuses to 
confide in her. Back in Branson, Hank’s deputy, Sheila, struggles 
to handle a sickout of personnel who are annoyed by her cutting 
overtime. Then deputy Sam Karnes finds an elderly man beaten 
to death, adding to Sheila’s problems. Clyde Timmons was a 
quiet widower whose main interest was playing bocce with his 
friends. Most of Sheila’s staff refuses to come to work, but she 
soldiers on, unwilling to ruin Hank’s break. Meanwhile, Hank 
has found plenty wrong with Lew’s business. When another 
murder back in Branson brings the two cases together, Hank 
returns home, not at all pleased to have been kept in the dark.

A pleasing procedural with thoughtful characters and 
enough plot twists to keep you guessing.

A WHISKER OF A DOUBT
Conte, Cate
St. Martin’s (320 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-25-076153-8  

Feral-cat feeders are implicated in the 
murder of a wealthy man who’s resisted 
the feedings in a small Massachusetts 
island town.

Maddie James, feline lover and pro-
prietor of the cat cafe JJ’s House of Purrs, 
takes on a new mission when a colony 

of feral cats is found in Turtle Point’s upscale Sea Spray Lane 
neighborhood. Though most people on Daybreak Island are 
locals dedicated to the community, the wealth of Sea Spray 
Lane’s residents insulates them from the world around them, 
including the welfare of the cats struggling to winter in the sur-
rounding woods. Some residents, worried that the colony might 
bring down their property values, have even petitioned to poi-
son the invaders. Bah, humbug! Now that Katrina Denning, 
Daybreak Harbor’s sole animal control officer and passion-
ate animal defender, has ruffled the residents of the Sea Spray 
community, the cat-care responsibilities have fallen to Maddie, 
who’s working double-time to feed the cats with a small team of 
volunteers and some kind souls who are allowing access to the 
woods through their yards. A notable exception are the Prousts, 
who even call the police on a volunteer who accidentally 
traipses over their lawn. Soon after Maddie finds Virgil Proust 
murdered during a volunteer feeding trip, Katrina is suspected, 
then arrested. From what Maddie’s seen of newly widowed June 
Proust’s yelling at her poor husband in public, she thinks there’s 
a more likely culprit, and she’s determined to investigate even as 
some shady hints in Katrina’s background suggest she may not 
be as innocent as Maddie once thought. 

Filled with crazy cat lady energy, with less emphasis on 
the personal than the mystery.

INHERIT THE SHOES
Copperman, E.J.
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-7278-9084-9  

Prolific Copperman launches a new 
series starring a defense attorney who 
could give Perry Mason a run for his 
money.

Tired of prosecuting low-level grift-
ers in New Jersey, Sandy Moss heads to 

sunny LA to join Seaton, Taylor, Evans, and Bach, whose prac-
tice is limited to squeaky-clean corporate cases. Divorce settle-
ments are as down and dirty as Seaton, Taylor gets, and then 
only for high-value clients like Pat Dunwoody, the star of TV 
legal thriller Legality, who’s looking for release from his promis-
cuous wife, singer Patsy DeNunzio. Sandy’s first assignment is 

In or out of the courtroom, Copperman’s right on the money.
inherit the shoes
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to sit silently next to senior partner Junius Bach during the con-
tentious Dunwoody-DeNunzio property negotiations, a task 
she fails miserably by revealing to opposing counsel her side’s 
chief strategy. Junius is livid, but Pat so admires Sandy’s spunk 
that he demands that Seaton, Taylor assign her to defend him 
after Patsy’s inevitable murder. Dunwoody, who reverts to his 
stage name of Patrick McNabb after his wife’s death, seems 
deeply confused about the difference between being a lawyer 
and playing one on TV. Not only is he unfazed by Sandy’s com-
plete lack of experience as a defense attorney (after all, if she 
prosecuted cases, shouldn’t she know how to defend them?), he 
doesn’t pay much attention to the judge’s preferences, like hav-
ing defendants not leave the country while they’re awaiting trial. 
Even with the help of her new maybe-boyfriend, paralegal Evan 
D’Arbanville, and her best friend, Angie, who arrives unexpect-
edly from New Jersey, Sandy has her hands full keeping a lid on 
irrepressible McNabb, and readers won’t want to miss a minute 
of the mayhem.

In or out of the courtroom, Copperman’s right on the 
money.

A CURIOUS INCIDENT
Delany, Vicki
Crooked Lane (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-64385-474-8  

A search for a missing cat entangles 
an inveterate sleuth in another case of 
murder.

After a trip to her native England, 
where she solved her last case, Gemma 
Doyle is back on Cape Cod with her 

boyfriend, police detective Ryan Ashburton, and her friend 
Jayne Wilson, who partly owns and runs Mrs. Hudson’s Tea 
Room with her. (Busy Gemma also owns the Sherlock Holmes 
Bookshop and Emporium with her great uncle Arthur.) Having 
heard of her reputation as a sleuth, 10-year-old Lauren Tierney 
begs Gemma to help find her missing cat. Gemma’s dog, Vio-
let, sniffs out the feline, but things don’t go as easily when Lau-
ren’s mother, Sheila, is suspected of murdering her rival, Anna 
Wentworth, whom she had loudly accused of vandalizing her 
plantings before their garden club’s annual competition. Horti-
culturally obsessed Sheila will win no awards for mother or wife 
of the year, but Gemma doubts she’s a killer. Although Ryan has 
benefitted from Gemma’s help in the past, his partner wants 
no part of her interference. It doesn’t matter, for her curios-
ity won’t let her ignore the case. Despite her lack of a green 
thumb, Gemma is forced to learn more about gardens when 
someone tries to kill her with lemonade spiked with what she 
suspects is a botanical poison. She digs up some other motives 
for Anna’s murder, but can she find the evidence to back up her 
conclusions?

This sixth installment pursues the same pleasing formula: 
cozy detection heavily steeped in Sherlock-ian conceits.

LEAVE NO TRACE
Driscoll, Sara
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Dec. 29, 2020
978-1-4967-2249-2  

A fifth outing pits search-and-rescue 
officer Meg Jennings and her canine part-
ner against a serial killer whose choice of 
weapons drives the story.

The shooting of Sgt. Noah Hubbert, 
of the Georgia State Patrol, would be 

shocking under any circumstances. What sets it apart is the 
fact that he’s been shot with an arrow—and that he’s not the 
first such victim in the area. Tim Reynolds, the chairman of the 
Fannin County Board of Commissioners, was struck down by 
an identical arrow two weeks ago. The killer’s modus operandi 
should make him absurdly easy to track down: How many 
archers can reliably hit their targets from as far away as this 
one clearly was? And the most likely motive is pretty clear too: 
opposition to the Copperhill Dam, which has been planned to 
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manage the water level of the Toccoa River, which separates 
McCaysville, Georgia, from Copperhill, Tennessee. But that 
doesn’t deprive Driscoll of the opportunity for several gripping 
sequences involving the tracking of the suspect by members 
of the Human Scent Evidence Team and their canine partners. 
These action sequences, juiced by the heroine’s fear of heights, 
are terrific, and the interplay between the dogs and their han-
dlers is deeply felt. But neither the plotting nor the character-
ization measures up to them. Meg’s friend Clay McCord, of the 
Washington Post, generates a list of award-winning archers, and 
then Meg and Special Agent Sam Torres, of the Atlanta FBI, go 
down the list, trying to ignore the mounting body count, till a 
profiler points them to the only suspect who’s come close to 
making an impression.

Strictly for dog lovers and action fans. Dogs-in-action 
junkies will be transported.

ONE FOR THE ROAD
Ellis, Mary
Severn House (208 pp.) 
$28.86  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-7278-8998-0  

A reporter meets her long-lost family.
The prolific Ellis, who specializes in 

Christian romance and mystery, intro-
duces a sassy new heroine in travel writer 
Jill Curtis, who heads to Kentucky with 
her videographer, Michael Erikson, to do 

a story on bourbon. Jill has an ulterior motive for booking them 
into the Sweet Dreams Bed and Breakfast in Roseville—the 
inn is owned by Dot Clark, Jill’s grandmother’s cousin, and the 
two women have been estranged over something that happened 
back when they were 18. Dot’s husband, Roger, owns Black Creek, 
a small distillery, and seems to bully his wife when he’s at home. At 
the first distillery Jill and Michael visit, Founder’s Reserve, the tour 
is led by an eighth-generation family member, flirtatious Jamie 
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Shelby, who tells a tale of an old feud with the Cook family—ances-
tors of Roger Clark. At their next visit, to Black Creek, they find 
Roger murdered. Nick Harris of the Kentucky State Police, sum-
moned by the local authorities, isn’t happy about Jill’s attempts at 
sleuthing. But Aunt Dot is thrilled to have Jill around to support 
her, and her visit affords Jill plenty of time to investigate Roger’s 
family, some of whom live in the mountains, make a little moon-
shine, and keep up the family feud. Circled by plenty of suspects, 
plenty of motives, and two suitors, Jill still inclines to believe the 
best of people, though that disposition puts her in danger.

This entertaining romantic mystery breaks no new 
ground but may entice you to plan a trip to Kentucky.

TROUBLED BLOOD 
Galbraith, Robert
Mulholland Books/Little, Brown 
(944 pp.) 
$17.32  |  Sep. 15, 2020
978-0-316-49893-7  

J.K. Rowling returns with the fifth of 
her Cormoran Strike series of detective 
thrillers, and the blood flows fast.

At the opening, we find Strike at a 
pub—he’s never far from an adult bever-

age—when he’s approached by a young woman with a strange 
tale. Her mother, Margot Bamborough, a general practitioner, 
disappeared from her clinic—in 1974. Strike, working his first 
cold case, Googles the doctor’s name only to find that her dis-
appearance had aspects in common with ones attributed to the 
very unpleasant Dennis Creed, who kidnapped, raped, murdered, 
and beheaded his victims—sometimes, in a choice that will raise 
red flags coming from Rowling, while dressed in women’s clothes. 
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Now locked away, Creed is just one of the suspects who emerges 
in the course of Rowling’s overlong but propulsive yarn, each of 
whom seems to have the job of pulling Strike away from the elu-
sive truth. Fortunately, he has Robin Ellacott, his associate, to get 
him back on course: He is the muscle and the mover, prosthetic 
leg notwithstanding, but Robin has a talent for ferreting just the 
right bits of information out of people. And what people there 
are: a supposedly drug-addicted colleague of Margot’s; the son 
of a cop who investigated the disappearance and slowly went 
mad in the process, leaving notebooks of speculation behind 
that increasingly turned toward the astrological and supernatu-
ral; prostitutes and minor drug dealers; a young man with a pen-
chant for animal abuse; a philandering fellow, several of whose 
girlfriends wind up inconveniently dead; even a couple of vicious 
gangsters. Then there’s Creed himself, a minor Hannibal Lecter 
whom Strike takes pleasure in deflating: “She was murdered by a 
far more skillful killer than you ever were,” he tells the psycho-
path. Ouch! After wading through a barrel of red herrings, Row-
ling—beg pardon, Galbraith—delivers the real killer, the least 
obvious of the lot, and it’s a masterful, perfectly thought-through 
revelation.

Too long by a couple of hundred pages but still skillfully 
told, with a constantly gleeful interest in human awfulness.

BONE CANYON
Goldberg, Lee
Thomas & Mercer (288 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-5420-4271-0  

The bones found in the San Fernando 
Valley’s Hueso Canyon send Robbery-
Homicide Detective Eve Ronin up against 
the very last people she wants to tangle 
with.

Stalked by Hollywood producers and 
writers who want to put her high-profile debut case onscreen or 
create a TV series around her and criticized as a camera-chasing 
diva by resentful colleagues, Eve would love to have the bone 
fragment horror screenwriter Sherwood Minter finds on the 
edge of his property be a routine discovery. But forensic anthro-
pologist Dr. Daniel Brooks quickly unearths more bones and 
identifies them as those of Sabrina Morton, who vanished six 
years ago shortly after filing a rape complaint that was inves-
tigated by Detective, now Assistant Sheriff, Ted Nakamura. 
When the evidence indicates that Sabrina’s rapists were most 
likely officers in the Los Angeles County Sheriff ’s Department, 
Eve, who feels as if “I’ve already become a television character,” 
faces some tough choices about how far she should push the 
case and whom she can trust. The mystery deepens when Dan, 
as Eve now calls him, finds part of an 11th finger in Hueso Can-
yon. Clearly Sabrina’s body wasn’t the only one left there. How 
are the victims connected, and what hope do Sabrina’s embit-
tered parents have of getting justice for their long-forgotten 
daughter? When her fellow cops regard her with suspicion and 
everyone else around her, from her neglectful mother to her 

long-absent father to the veteran agent trying to get her to take 
a meeting, wants a piece of Eve, it’s hard to see how she can 
focus enough to solve the case—especially given the last-minute 
trick Goldberg has up his sleeve.

Best in its disturbingly timely portrait of the police’s 
“blue wall” fortified to repel even the most intrepid crusaders.

OLIVE BRIGHT, PIGEONEER
Graves, Stephanie
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Dec. 29, 2020
978-1-4967-3151-7  

A resourceful young Englishwoman 
gets involved in a homefront World War 
II mystery.

The departure of Olive Bright’s 
friend George for air force training 
leaves her at loose ends but eager to 

A delightful classic village mystery studded 
with little-known World War II facts.

olive bright, pigeoneer
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do something to live up to her mother’s World War I ambu-
lance service. There’s plenty to keep Olive occupied in the 
small village of Pipley, especially once she assumes the care 
and training of her father’s racing pigeons. Her father, a 
veterinary surgeon, is trying to get the pigeons included in 
the war effort. The villagers are going all out for victory, but 
hidden currents are being stirred up by nosy Verity Hussel-
bee. When Jameson Aldridge shows up to see the pigeons, 
Olive, under the impression that he’s from the Pigeon Ser-
vice, gives him a tour only to learn that he works for the 
secretive Baker Street intelligence organization. Sparks fly 
between Olive and Jamie, and she agrees to work with him 
and keep her father out of the loop. Leaving the village dance, 
Olive and Jamie, who are pretending to be dating, find that 
Olive’s helper, Jonathon, has stumbled over the body of Miss 
Husselbee, dead after eating a poisoned Spam cake at the 
refreshment table. Resolving to use the skills she’s learned 
from reading Agatha Christie novels to solve the crime, 
Olive must consider even her best friend a potential killer. 
As she juggles detective work with training her pigeons and 

cultivating her relationship with Jamie, she turns up some 
bombshell revelations.

A delightful classic village mystery studded with little-
known World War II facts: a promising series debut.

HOUSE OF THE PATRIARCH
Hambly, Barbara
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-7278-8990-4  

A free man of color recently returned 
from a harrowing adventure risks his life 
to save a White woman.

Benjamin January, born a slave, edu-
cated in medicine, husband, father, and 
finder of missing people, doesn’t want to 

take on another case. He and his wife already make a living as 
teachers in New Orleans during the 1840s. But when Chloë and 
Henri Viellard introduce him to their British friends the Rus-
sells, who want him to find their missing daughter, Eve, it’s not 
just the money that convinces him to do it. He learns that Eve 
had a deep interest in the new religious groups springing up all 
over upstate New York. Some of them are stops on the Under-
ground Railroad, and January fears that if a reward is offered 
for Eve, hundreds of escaping slaves will be caught in the net. 
As a Black man, January must pose as the Viellards’ servant to 
travel to New York—even then running the risk of being picked 
up and sold back into slavery. A chance meeting with P.T. Bar-
num gives him information about the Shining Herald, a woman 
who talks to the dead and is associated with the Rev. Broadax, 
whose new community, Blessed Land, Barnum knows to be a 
con. While he’s looking for Eve, January is accused of murder 
and must hide with help from locals while struggling to unveil 
the horrors of the cult.

A fascinating, sadly timely tale of the hero’s struggles 
with his rage over the treatment of Black people.

WATCH HER
Hill, Edwin
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Dec. 29, 2020
978-1-4967-2676-6  

The members of a highly respectable 
circle of friends and relatives have very 
different reasons for keeping secrets.

When Harvard librarian Hester 
Thursby and her non-husband, veterinar-
ian Morgan Maguire, attend the opening 

of a campus center at Boston’s Prescott University, the wealthy 
Matson family’s for-profit institution, they’re joined by Hester’s 
friend Sergeant Angela White. Barret, one of the waiters, a trans 
student at Prescott, has had an unpleasant experience with the 
university’s CFO, Gavin Dean, who’s married to the institution’s 
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president, Vanessa Matson. At the request of Prescott admin-
istrator Maxine Pawlikowski, whose brother is Angela’s boss 
at the Boston Police Department, Hester and Angela leave the 
opening to investigate a burglary at the home of Jennifer and 
Tucker Matson, Vanessa’s parents. Jennifer has been a recluse 
since her younger daughter drowned years before, and her claims 
about the burglary ring hollow to Maxine, Hester, and Angela. 
Although many of these people have been unacquainted, Hester’s 
work helping Maxine clear up some suspected financial wrongdo-
ing at Prescott brings them together. Hester’s never resolved her 
problems with her mother, and everyone else is hiding crippling, 
deep-seated secrets that are dragged into the open when Barret’s 
girlfriend is found dead. Hester, an experienced researcher and 
finder of lost people, uncovers enough evidence to indicate that 
the Matson daughter’s drowning was suspicious. Angela hates to 
admit the possibility of her lieutenant’s complicity but knows 
that Maxine will do anything to protect Vanessa. The secrets 
finally come tumbling out in a frenzy of lies and violence.

Complex characterization and a masterly mystery make 
this a superior read.

DEATH IN THE GREAT DISMAL
Kuhns, Eleanor
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-7278-9023-8  

Maine farmer/weaver Will Rees is 
drawn into the wilds of Virginia for a 
rescue mission that turns murderous in 
September 1800.

When Rees’ friend Tobias escaped 
slavery with some help from the Under-

ground Railroad, Ruth, his lover, was afraid to accompany him 
because she was pregnant. So Tobias wants Rees to return to 
Virginia with him to help Ruth make the trip north. Lydia Rees, 
still smarting from Rees’ attraction to the circus rope dancer 
who beguiled him in A Circle of Dead Girls (2020), insists on 
accompanying the men. The trip is hard, and when they catch 
up with Ruth, who’s hiding with several other escaped slaves in 
a swamp encampment, she’s still unwilling to leave. Even worse, 
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Scipio, one of her companions who’s an enslaved person with 
a $200 price on his head, is soon shot in the back. Of course 
Rees decides to investigate, because “solving murders was what 
he did.” But apart from the fact that Scipio cheated his friend 
Neptune out of money in a dice game, there’s precious little 
evidence against anyone. Scipio’s brother, Cinte, seems preoc-
cupied with his unrequited attraction to Sandy, who’s run away 
from the nearby Sechrest plantation, and Rees can’t believe 
that the quiet elder Toney or the healer Aunt Suke could have 
killed anyone. Then Scipio’s body vanishes. Rees is convinced 
that swamp-dweller Quaco saw something important but can’t 
figure out how to communicate with a man who speaks only Ibo.

Both the characters and the mystery are smothered by 
that all-consuming swamp.

A GAME OF MINDS
Masters, Priscilla
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-7278-9082-5  

A forensic psychiatrist juggles two 
cases while dealing with turmoil in her 
own life.

Even though it’s been over a year 
since her boyfriend, Grant, walked out, 
Claire Roget attends the funeral of his 

sister, who died from cystic fibrosis. As she’s leaving, she gets a 
phone call from DS Zed Willard, who begs her to help a dying 
man whose daughter vanished six years ago find closure. The 
police have always thought 14-year-old Marvel Trustrom was a 
victim of serial killer Jonah Kobi, who admitted to killing four 
schoolgirls in the potteries area of England but not Marvel. 
After looking over the case files, Claire agrees to interview Kobi, 
a former schoolteacher, thus kicking off a cat-and-mouse game 
of hints and denials. Since Kobi’s already serving a life sentence, 
Claire has no obvious way of influencing him. She finds him 
clever, annoying, and possibly innocent of Marvel’s presumed 
death. In the meantime, Grant is working to renew their rela-
tionship, but Claire has had trust issues ever since her father 
deserted the family and her mother, happily remarried, contin-
ued to blame Claire. She’s also worried about Ilsa Robinson, one 
of her patients at the psychiatric hospital who’s a Danish beauty 
whose wealthy husband seems to be afraid of her. Ilsa wants to 
return home to her young son but claims her husband is having 
an affair with her best friend. Pressured to release her, Claire 
is conflicted about the wisdom of the decision. Every meeting 
with Kobi gets her deeper into a case that’s finally resolved with 
explosive results.

A page-turner that keeps you reading, with well-drawn 
characters who make it a pleasure.

DEATH AND THE 
SINGING BIRDS
Myers, Amy
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.88  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-7278-8994-2  

A chef risks her romance to solve a 
murder.

Nell Drury, the chef at Wychbourne 
Court, home of Lord and Lady Ansley, 
owes a great deal to the murders that 

introduced her to her love interest, DCI Alexander Melbray 
of Scotland Yard. The couple’s jobs keep them apart until the 
Ansleys’ new neighbor, French model and war heroine Lisette 
Rennard, is murdered. Soon after her husband, famed artist Sir 
Gilbert Saddler, purchased Spitalfrith Manor, Lisette and Sir 
Gilbert were entertaining the Clerries, a group of artists who all 
used Lisette as a model. Sir Gilbert was planning an exhibit of 
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their work, but Lisette forbade it. When she’s found murdered, 
all the artists are suspect. Nell is determined to save Mr. Briggs, 
Lord Ansley’s valet, whose World War I experiences have left 
him almost nonverbal. Unfortunately, when he was found stand-
ing over the body, he said he was the killer, but Nell is sure the 
victim he was referring to wasn’t the loathsome Lisette. Briggs 
is friendly with Freddie Carter, another wounded warrior who 
lives at Spitalfrith and whose amazing garden of hand-carved 
singing birds has been completely destroyed, possibly by 
Lisette. Lord Ansley’s pull allows Melbray to investigate, but 
Nell’s sleuthing alienates him, and Briggs languishes in jail while 
they both wade through a thicket of suspects and motives.

A golden-age pastiche with a touch of pathos, a troubled 
romance, and believable characters.

SLEEP WELL, MY LADY
Quartey, Kwei
Soho Crime (336 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-641-29207-8  

Emma Djan, the cop-turned–private 
eye who waded through every swamp of 
corruption in Ghana in her debut, The 
Missing American (2020), investigates a 
second case that’s much more intimate.

The law may believe that fash-
ion mogul Lady Araba Tagoe was murdered by her chauffeur, 
Kweku-Sam, but her aunt, Dele Tetteyfio, isn’t having any of it. 
Convinced that the Ghana Police Service has beaten a confes-
sion out of Kweku-Sam just so that they won’t have to figure 
out how the real killer could have penetrated Araba’s exclusive 
gated community without raising any hackles, she wants Yemo 
Sowah’s agency to look into the case—assuming of course that 
she can get a 10% discount—preferably by finding evidence 
against Araba’s sometime lover, Augustus Seeza. Augustus is 
almost too obvious a suspect, a TV news producer and inter-
viewer coddled by his parents, High Court justice Julius Seeza 
and his wife, and separated from heiress Bertha Longdon, the 
spouse who’s had it up to here with his drinking, his affairs, and 
his constant promises to turn over a new leaf. And it certainly 
looks suspicious that the forensic evidence Sgt. Isaac Boateng 
collected at the murder scene was never processed by the police 
lab and Boateng himself was reassigned from Homicide to 
Domestic Violence. But the case turns out to be more complex 
than Auntie Dele imagines, and there’s no guarantee that she’ll 
be pleased with the results Emma and her colleagues dig up by 
assuming false identities and going undercover at every waking 
moment.

A gripping setup, some workaday sleuthing, and a neatly 
turned solution.

TATTOOED TO DEATH
Redmond, Heather 
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-7278-8951-5  

A second round of mildly murderous 
intrigue for University of Seattle Hospi-
tal barista/vlogger Mandy Meadows and 
her friends and relations.

For better or worse, Reese O’Leary-
Sett, the Irish Bengali nurse who’s Man-

dy’s neighbor and fellow vlogger, has precious little chance to 
execrate the terrible chair massage she received from thera-
pist Coral Le Charme before Mandy finds the perpetrator 
stabbed to death next to a dumpster in the hospital’s parking 
garage. Since Coral’s husband, Tom DeRoy, is a bladesmith 
who’s rumored to have beaten her, he’s the obvious suspect. To 
Mandy’s distress, however, her lodger, Seattle homicide detec-
tive Justin Ahola, passes over Tom and arrests Reese, who after 
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all really did complain about that massage. The stage would 
be set for Mandy to move into full sleuthing mode if her plate 
weren’t already full. Her enduringly immature ex-husband’s fail-
ure to pay child support has forced her to work two jobs, and a 
year after her divorce became final, she suddenly finds herself 
subject to romantic advances from three unlikely men, none of 
them welcome, while Vellum, her 15-year-old daughter and part-
ner in teaching clients to document their lives in online journals, 
is pursued by a suitor Mandy finds downright creepy. Unsavory 
secrets do eventually come to light, but Mandy’s entirely too 
busy with other matters to unearth them herself, and Redmond 
is clearly more invested in subjecting her heroine to amatory 
advances than developing her detective chops.

Nice enough, but the heroine is both seriously 
overworked and not up to much.

PORTRAIT OF PERIL
Rowland, Laura Joh
Crooked Lane (304 pp.)
$26.99  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-64385-472-4  

Why go on a honeymoon when 
there’s a murderer to catch?

October 1890. The wedding of Lon-
don crime-scene photographer Sarah 
Bain and DS Thomas Barrett is inter-
rupted by the discovery of a body in 

the crypt of St. Peter’s Church. The victim, Charles Firth, has 
been stabbed in the chest. Sarah’s granted a leave of absence by 
Sir Gerald Mariner, her boss at the Daily World, to investigate. 
Her team includes street-wise teenager Mick O’Reilly and her 
closest friend Lord Hugh Staunton, whose homosexuality has 
estranged him from his family. Firth specialized in photograph-
ing ghosts; when Sarah visits his widow, Leonora, she’s in the 
process of contacting the dead. One of her friends advises her 
to help Sarah: “We have to rule out the possibility that the killer 
is human.” As in Sarah’s first four cases, Rowland’s knack for 
drollery and colorful characters is on full display. Strangely, the 
Firths are connected to a case Sarah’s been trying to solve for 
years: the wrongful conviction of her father, now a fugitive, for 
a crime committed by her estranged mother. Firth’s Society for 
Psychical Studies is virulently opposed by the Ladies’ Society 
for Rational Thought. When Hugh inexplicably disappears and 
a prominent member of one group is murdered, the probe takes 
on special urgency.

The plot runs a bit amok, but Rowland’s Victorian 
London is fascinating and her team of irregulars unmatched.

HOPE, FAITH & A CORPSE
Walker, Laura Jensen
Crooked Lane (304 pp.)
$26.99  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-64385-504-2  

An Episcopal pastor must solve a 
murder to gain the approval of her flock.

Walker introduces Hope Taylor, a 
widowed Episcopal pastor who loves 
the northern California town of Apple 
Springs. But not all its denizens love 

her back. Although she can’t find Father Christopher, her new 
boss, when she shows up for her first day of work at Faith Cha-
pel Episcopal Church, she stumbles over a body, picks up the 
burial urn lying next to the dead man, and is accused of mur-
der by two ladies of the altar guild. Fortunately, the police chief 
doesn’t consider her a serious suspect. Even so, Hope, who’s 
always been a fan of mysteries, thinks a little sleuthing on her 
part won’t go amiss. She’s hard-pressed to find anyone who liked 
the late, wealthy Stanley King, including his two children. Since 
Stanley was not the only Faith Chapel member who abhorred 
female priests, Hope gets off to a decidedly rocky start until her 
plans to throw a Downton Abbey–themed tea party make her a 
host of new friends. These don’t include Marjorie Chamberlain, 
whose magnificent house Stanley bought. Marjorie was no fan 
of his, but she dislikes Hope as well, and her nose is way out of 
joint over some of Hope’s ideas. Hope is an Anglophile, a reader, 
and a fan of classic movies, all of which give her some ideas 
about motive. And a good thing, too, since so many members of 
her community are hiding secrets.

Even the suspects are likable in this warmhearted, 
humorous addition to the pantheon of clerical sleuths.

r o m a n c e

THE STORMBRINGER
Cooper, Isabel
Sourcebooks Casablanca (352 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Dec. 29, 2020
978-1-7282-2928-7  

A woman frees a powerful warrior 
from a century of stasis and they band 
together to fight Thyran, a fearsome god 
set on vengeance.

Darya is a sentinel, a special class 
of warrior charged with fighting the 
monsters that ravage her homeland. 

Sentinels are gifted with magically charged talents and weap-
ons; for example, Darya is impervious to poison and can 
elude any human-made trap. Sentinels also carry soulswords, 
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weapons that have been mystically infused with the souls of 
people who chose to serve the gods even after their deaths. 
Her soulsword is inhabited by Gerant, a powerful wizard who 
has been an adviser, guide, and friend in their decade of ser-
vice together. When Darya finds Gen. Amris in the stasis spell, 
Gerant immediately knows how to undo the spell because he 
was the one who created it. A century ago, he and Amris were 
lovers, and Gerant created it for Amris to use as a last-resort 
protection. Amris quickly rebounds from stasis and agrees to 
help Darya and Gerant strategize for the coming battle with 
Thyran. At first, Darya is an unlikely conduit between the two 
former lovers, but eventually Gerant finds a way for all three 
of them to bond together to fight Thyran and his armies of 
undead. They travel back to Darya’s home base to gather other 
fighters and prepare for war. Darya and Amris are physically 
drawn to each other, but they each worry they will be betray-
ing Gerant, who is a presence in their lives even though he is 
no longer human. Although Cooper might have intended for 
this unusual love triangle to be symbolic of the human desire 
to gain approval from those who have passed on, it makes for 
a profoundly weird romance.

The first in a serviceable new fantasy series might 
disappoint those looking for a stronger romantic arc.

THE DUKE EFFECT 
Jordan, Sophie
Avon/HarperCollins (352 pp.) 
$6.79 paper  |  Oct. 27, 2020
978-0-06-288545-6 

A powerful aphrodisiac upends a 
battle of wills between a taciturn colonel 
and a prickly herbalist.

Col. Constantine Sinclair was orphaned 
at a young age and raised by his uncle, the 
powerful Duke of Birchwood. Commis-
sioned into the army as a young man, Con 

has been away from England for half his life. In the past year, all 
three of Birchwood’s sons died in freak accidents, and Con finds 
himself in line to inherit the dukedom. Upon returning home, 
he discovers his beloved aunt suffering from a painful but mys-
terious illness. Con travels to the countryside to ask a doctor 
he’s been corresponding with for assistance only to discover 
that the doctor is dead and his daughter has been impersonat-
ing him. Nora Langley was trained by her father and sees no 
harm in continuing his correspondence; after all, the only thing 
that prevents her from attending medical school is her gender. 
Determined to prove to Con that she is not a liar and charlatan, 
she follows him back to London, hoping to alleviate his aunt’s 
pain and suffering. After her normal remedies fail, Nora tells 
Con her most potent tincture has an unfortunate side effect: 
It’s a powerful aphrodisiac. Jordan’s aphrodisiac makes a second 
appearance in the Rogue Files series, functioning as an inter-
esting metaphor for how people trapped by society’s rules can’t 
admit their deepest desires. However, the pacing of the story is 
uneven; the setup is complex and carefully fashioned compared 

to the quick, almost abrupt ending.
Interesting premise and likable characters shine despite 

a rushed conclusion.

WOLF UNTAMED
Tyler, Paige
Sourcebooks Casablanca (352 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Nov. 24, 2020
978-1-7282-0555-7  

A Special Wolf Alpha Team werewolf 
discovers that his group’s latest case is 
linked to the teenage werewolf he’s taken 
under his wing—and the boy’s attractive 
mom.

Though werewolf Diego Martinez 
typically has his hands full with danger-

ous SWAT missions, newly turned werewolf Brandon becomes 
a pet project for the overprotective and somewhat domineering 
hostage negotiator. A bonus to helping Brandon learn about his 
new supernatural abilities is that Diego gets to spend time with 
Brandon’s gorgeous mom, Bree, who had no clue werewolves 
even existed until now. However, the SWAT team’s current 
case investigating a wave of violence perpetrated by victims of 
some kind of mind control appears to have connections to Bree 
and Brandon’s family, jeopardizing their safety as well as the 
romance unfolding between Diego and Bree. It’s a classic setup 
of whether to choose love over duty, though Diego’s struggle 
between the two never materializes as a truly tough choice. As 
the 11th installment in the SWAT: Special Wolf Alpha Team 
series, this isn’t a fair starting point for readers curious about 
the series or the setup, as questions about the origin and his-
tory of such an organization will frequently arise and be left 
unanswered. Dedicated fans of Tyler’s books already know what 
they’re getting into with this genre mashup of romantic sus-
pense, military-inspired alpha wolf heroes, and action-oriented 
pacing. Those coming to the series as newcomers will have a 
more difficult time investing the energy in Bree and Diego’s 
happily-ever-after. Much like a Michael Bay film, it’s a lot of 
explosions and fanfare with missed opportunities for a satisfy-
ing and emotional romantic arc.

Painfully one-note.

A powerful aphrodisiac upends a battle of wills between 
a taciturn colonel and a prickly herbalist.

the duke effect
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nonfiction
A VIEW FROM ABROAD
The Story of John and Abigail 
Adams in Europe
Abrams, Jeanne E.
New York Univ.  (320 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Jan. 26, 2021
978-1-4798-0287-6  

A fine history of John Adams’ years in 
Europe from 1778 to 1788 (Abigail joined 
him in 1784).

There is no shortage of lives of 
John, one of the deepest thinkers and worst politicians among 
the Founding Fathers, and plenty of popular accounts of the 
couple. Abrams, a professor at the University Libraries and 
Center for Judaic Studies at the University of Denver, makes 
a mildly original choice by breaking off a decade of their lives 
during which John worked as a diplomat, a position for which 
he was ill-suited. Meanwhile, Abigail cared for the family and 
finances in Massachusetts, suffered his absence intensely for six 
years, and finally joined him. “Because she felt that her husband 
was essential to the success of the American cause,” writes the 
author, “she relented and supported John’s diplo matic role.” 
In an era when almost everyone wrote letters, she and John 
exchanged more than 1,000, and her steady stream of missives 
to her family paints a vivid and disapproving picture of Europe’s 
royalty and nobility, wonder at its rich culture, defense of John’s 
actions, and perpetual yearning to return to America and the 

“purity in the Government and manners to which Europe has 
been long a stranger.” Abrams delivers entertaining history 
emphasizing John’s fierce endeavor to obtain French support 
for the Revolutionary War (too fierce: French leaders preferred 
the amiable Benjamin Franklin). In 1785, John became the first 
American ambassador to Great Britain, where his major effort—
to obtain a reasonable commercial treaty—failed. Arguably 
his greatest achievement was obtaining repeated loans from 
Holland, which enabled the Congress of the Confederation, 
which had no power to levy taxes, to limp through the 1780s. 
Abrams reminds readers that during this time, John wrote A 
Defence of the Constitutions of Government of the United States 
of America, which proposed a balanced government with 
separation of powers, a bicameral legislature, and a strong 
executive: the system established by our Constitution.

Insightful and satisfying history.
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These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

THE WORLD TURNED
UPSIDE DOWN
A History of the Chinese 
Cultural Revolution
Yang Jisheng
Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(768 pp.)
$40.00  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-0-374-29313-0
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Thoroughly researched and written with 
passion—and a bit of bite.

craft
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CRAFT 
An American History
Adamson, Glenn
Bloomsbury (352 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-1-63557-458-6  

A rich chronicle of craft in America 
from Jamestown to the present day.

In his latest book on craft, historian 
and curator Adamson displays his vast 
knowledge of crafts, artisans, and politi-

cal and business figures who have helped or hindered craft’s 
advancement. He notes the evolution from craft-as-survival 
to its current status as a much smaller—but significant—part 
of our overall economy. He also sees its potential as a way to 
begin to reunite a divided country. (The author has a couple 
of harsh comments for Donald Trump, at one point calling 
him a “farcical blowhard.”) Adamson leads us on a chrono-
logical journey through American history, pointing out along 
the way—sometimes in lush detail—the various craft move-
ments and ideas that were prominent at certain times. The 
text swarms with interesting anecdotes and names—some 
well-known (Benjamin Franklin, Henry David Thoreau, Mar-
tha Stewart) and others who will be less familiar to most read-
ers: James Pembroke, the first Black man to attend classes at 
Yale; Candace Wheeler, one of America’s first interior design-
ers, who “realized what many of her fellow craft reformers did 
not: that beauty and practicality did not always go together, 
and were often in conflict”; and Juliette Gordon Low, founder 
of the Girl Scouts. Throughout the narrative, the author dis-
plays a sensible sensitivity to various cultural, racial, and gen-
der issues that remain with us—from the brutal treatment of 
Native peoples and African Americans to the denial of equal 
labor rights (and salaries) to women. Adamson also corrects 
some myths, noting that there’s no real evidence that Betsy 
Ross sewed the first American flag: “The thing everyone 
knows about her…turns out to be uncertain at best, and per-
haps an invention from whole cloth, put about by over-enthu-
siastic descendants.” The author offers welcome details about 
such topics as repressive schools for American Indians (e.g., 
Carlisle Indian School) and Rosie the Riveter.

Thoroughly researched and written with passion—and a 
bit of bite.

A RED LINE IN THE SAND
Diplomacy, Strategy, and the 
History of Wars That Could 
Still Happen
Andelman, David A.
Pegasus (484 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-64313-648-6  

A look at the world’s flash points 
for conflict, whose number seems to be 
growing exponentially.

Andelman has long served as a foreign correspondent for 
the New York Times and CBS News. He also studied at Harvard 
with the diplomatic historian Ernest R. May and the one-time 
master of intelligent realpolitik Henry Kissinger. Both taught 
him how nations have used—and should use—“lines in the sand” 
to indicate that beyond a certain point, no foe shall pass, physi-
cally or metaphorically. Those lines, themselves metaphorical, 
were once fairly distinct and relatively few. In Africa 30 years 
ago, writes the author, there were just two, one of which “sur-
rounded Libya and Qaddafi’s pernicious regime” while the other 
marked off Chad as a warning against Libyan incursion. Now, 
he writes, at least 250 million Africans live along flash points 
such as the ones that divide northern from southern Nigeria 
and mark off areas contested by groups such as Boko Haram 
and that are closely monitored by U.S. drones operating out 
of neighboring Niger. The best of these thou-shalt-not-cross 
zones are “skillfully drawn and quite clear in their intentions.” 
The old Iron Curtain might serve as an example, except that 
the current president of Hungary, Trump ally Viktor Orbán, 
has ordered a $500 million containment fence built along the 
border with Serbia, “more high-tech, even more secure than 
the barrier the Soviets once built along their red line with 
the West.” Its message: If you’re not Hungarian, stay out. Its 
subtext: We don’t care that the rest of Europe is “fully united 
and barrier-free,” especially in a time when nationalist move-
ments are rising in response to non-European immigrants who 
are, yes, crossing red lines of their own. Andelman’s points are 
sometimes too repetitively made, but the central truth holds: 
Everywhere around the world, people are digging in, and there’s 
a fight sure to come.

If you’re taking bets on where the next war will break out, 
this is essential reading.



The significance of the 2020 
presidential election cannot be overstated. 
If you’re not a card-carrying member of 
the cult of Trump, you know that a change 
is essential to maintain any semblance of 
a participatory democracy in the U.S. As 
much as I wish I could blame all of our 
societal ills on Trump and his enablers, 
many of the major problems we face 
today—most notably, racism—have 
been deeply embedded in American 
society for hundreds of years.

Of course, the Trump administration has exacerbated 
the situation considerably, leading to (necessary) civil unrest 
not seen since the 1960s. Before the election, I recommend 
consulting these five books, all of which tackle historical 
and present-day racism, especially how many of the positive 
changes made in the last 60 years have been derailed in the 
last four.

Why Didn’t We Riot? by Issac J. Bailey (Other Press, Oct. 
6): It’s a fair question for any Black denizen of what the 
author calls “Trumpland.” As Bailey 
writes in this hard-hitting, fact-based 
diagnosis of a rotten social landscape, 

“Trumpland includes places throughout 
the United States where white people 
overwhelmingly support Trump in 
spite of—or maybe because of—his 
open bigotry and racism. They are 
places where black people have for 
decades been forced to swallow racist 
bullshit in order to respect the wishes 
and wants and feelings of racists, as 
well as those who excuse and apologize 
for the racists.” Pair this one with Mychal Denzel Smith’s 
Stakes Is High, a finalist for this year’s Kirkus Prize.

The Purpose of Power by Alicia Garza (One World/Random 
House, Oct. 20): Civil rights activists are more important 
than ever, and leading the way on many fronts is the Black 
Lives Matter movement. Garza, the co-founder of both the 

Black Lives Matter Global Network 
and the Black Futures Lab, delivers 
a “pragmatic, impassioned guide to 
vital current affairs.” The book is well-
written and accessible, and it benefits 
greatly from the author’s perspective 
as a queer Black woman: “I am used to 
environments where women, usually 
women of color, are carrying the 
lion’s share of the work but are only a 
minuscule part of the visible leadership.”

White Tears/Brown Scars by Ruby 
Hamad (Catapult, Oct. 6): Reading this 
book was an eye-opening and reward-
ing experience for me. Our starred re-
view sums it up perfectly: “With schol-
arly but highly engaging prose, Hamad 
details White women’s roles in oppres-
sion across continents, a much-needed 
history lesson for those inclined to re-
duce racism to individual behavior. The 
author clearly examines how this leg-
acy of centuries of racial violence and 
White settler colonialism plays out today in the lives of Black, 
Asian, Latina, Indian, Muslim, Arab, and Indigenous women 
from around the world, told through their collective geopolit-
ical histories and personal anecdotes. For readers truly inter-
ested in dismantling White supremacy, this is a must-read….
An extraordinary book for anyone who wishes to pay more 
than lip service to truly inclusive, intersectional feminism.”

Culture Warlords by Talia Lavin (Hachette, Oct. 13): One of 
the most insidious plagues to emerge 
during the Trump era has been the ac-
ceptance of White supremacy and far-
right nationalism into the mainstream. 
A courageous journalist, Lavin “probes 
into the deepest recesses of White 
supremacism”—much of it simmer-
ing in dark corners of the internet—
emerging with a significant and sick-
ening portrait of racism, hatred, and 
violence. In a starred review, our crit-
ic concludes, “righteous indignation 

meets techie magic to shine light on one of America’s most 
malignant warts.”

Down Along With That Devil’s Bones by Connor Towne 
O’Neill (Algonquin, Oct. 13): As aware-
ness of racism grows, so does the need 
to reassess the many racists elements of 
American history, and one of the main 
symbols of that history is the Confed-
erate monument, the subject of this 
book. Our critic writes, “O’Neill’s NPR 
podcast, White Lies, was a finalist for 
the Pulitzer Prize in audio recording. 
In his first book, the author widens his 
inquiry into race and violence with an 
urgent and eye-opening look at Con-
federate monuments in the South.”

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction and managing editor.

five books to read 
before the election

Leah O
verstreet
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KENT STATE 
Four Dead in Ohio
Backderf, Derf
Illus. by the author
Abrams (288 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Sep. 8, 2020
978-1-4197-3484-7  

An excellent graphic retelling of a cli-
mactic moment in American history.

Kent State University represented 
a slice of the American dream, a place 

where the children of blue-collar workers in northern Ohio 
could gain an education. Most of the students, as accom-
plished Backderf shows, were intent on gaining that education 
and, with luck, staying out of Vietnam. Three events conspired 
against them: Richard Nixon declared the invasion of Cambo-
dia on a Friday night when National Guardsmen, already riled 
up by a labor strike in the author’s hometown, were dispatched 
to Kent State to contain student demonstrations. Kent State, 
he writes, was “hardly a hotbed of radical politics.” Even so, 
there were representatives of five law enforcement organiza-
tions on campus, including undercover FBI agents, as well as 
1,200 National Guardsmen, who were ready for a fight. When 
one squad among them decided to shoot, perhaps directed to 
do so by a senior officer, at least a quarter of the soldiers fired 
directly into the ranks of the student demonstrators. Backderf 
raises a number of points that other chroniclers—especially 
James Michener, an apologist for law and order—failed to 
emphasize: Some Guardsmen, reviled and insulted by the stu-
dents, were clearly out for blood; though depicted as kids, like 
the students they faced, most were in their 30s, with “little in 
common with the bohemian, far younger college students of 
1970.” Nixon and the FBI, among others, wanted to make an 
example of the students. As the author’s notes show, he’s done 
more homework than other writers, too. The shooting may 
have been a “calamitous blunder,” but in the end—and Back-
derf ’s depiction is gruesome—four students died, one, ironi-
cally, an Army officer in training. And the Guardsmen? After 
a long coverup, with destruction of evidence, not a single one 
has been held accountable or punished for murders in which 
Nixon exalted—and an astonishing number of Americans 
endorsed.

Four dead in Ohio, indeed—but Backderf ’s vivid, evoca-
tive book does a splendid job of keeping their memories alive.

REVOLUTIONARY POWER
An Activist’s Guide to the 
Energy Transition
Baker, Shalanda
Island Press (220 pp.) 
$32.00 paper  |  Jan. 14, 2021
978-1-64283-067-5  

A well-considered manifesto for 
equity in the distribution of power—that 
is, the kind that fuels our vehicles and 
lights our homes.

“Our most economically distressed neighbors pay too 
much to keep their households afloat, and they have been will-
fully ignored as others move into the clean energy future.” So 
writes Baker, who gained experience early in her legal career in 
energy project finance. Along the way, she learned that energy 
development favors those with political and economic power 
while even “clean” energy projects are often undertaken at the 
expense of the less powerful: the people of a small town in 
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Four dead in Ohio, indeed—but Backderf ’s vivid, evocative
book does a splendid job of keeping their memories alive.

kent state



4 2   |   1 5  o c t o b e r  2 0 2 0   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

southern Mexico, for example, who were being displaced by 
a wind farm. Baker insists on a course that incorporates “an 
approach of justice first in pursuit of averting catastrophic cli-
mate change rather than one of climate first, justice later.” This 
justice is largely intended to level a distinctly uneven field. Why 
do poor neighborhoods seldom feature solar panels? Because, 
writes the author, the models for financing solar power privi-
lege the well-to-do over the poor, a situation that could change 
if utility companies allowed month-by-month payment, as with 
any utility bill. On that score, the financial structure of most 
utilities, demanding shareholder returns, does not favor clean 
energy so much as it does cheap energy—if that happens to 
come from fossil fuels, so be it. Baker proposes decentralized, 
publicly owned renewable systems that feature the further 
benefit of being capable of operation in situations of natural 
disaster: A hurricane can knock out a centralized grid but not 
necessarily a solar panel or wind tower. The author’s proposals 
center on “five key areas as ripe for community intervention 
and structural change,” including moving quickly toward clean 
energy, developing equitable community energy policies, and 
easing the “energy burden” so that it becomes affordable to all 

constituencies—and so that utilities are rewarded for going not 
just for cheap, but also clean sources.

A book full of welcome, practical solutions to the energy—
and, consequently, climate—crisis.

OFF THE BACK OF A TRUCK
Unofficial Contraband for 
The Sopranos Fan
Braccia, Nick
Tiller Press/Simon & Schuster (368 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-982139-06-3  

A dynamic assemblage of dead-on 
insights and observations about The 
Sopranos.

As producer and director Braccia 
notes, this book is not the place to start learning about the 
story arcs of one of the greatest TV shows of all time. How-
ever, if the phrase “cut to black” doesn’t ring a bell, you owe it 
to yourself to watch it. For fans, this is better than a bowl of 
Artie Bucco’s ziti. In the introduction, Braccia gives readers 
permission to bounce around, which is refreshing. “This book 
isn’t a guide, it’s a party,” he writes. “With fuckin’ ziti….It was 
conceived to feel like you’re walking into an apartment filled 
with a collection of smart, fun fans of the show, each with their 
own areas of expertise and passion.” Writing with “some friends 
of ours,” the author begins with a breakdown of the various fac-
tions, analyzes the crimes committed in the course of the show, 
and takes a deep dive into the careful craft, touching on editing 
and cinematography, the incredible method acting employed 
by the cast, and more tenuous concepts such as the psychol-
ogy, points of view, and metaphors that help shape the narrative. 
These chapters are kind of heavy, so Braccia breaks it up with 
interstitial interruptions about the music, the omnipresent 
cuisine, costuming, and Italian American culture. Examining 
many aspects of David Chase’s genius, the narrative touches on 
the influences that form the show’s DNA, among them other 
gangster flicks, Westerns, and TV shows ranging from Wiseguy 
to Twin Peaks. It would be easy to label this collection as fan-
boy material, but the writing—Braccia’s “friends” include pro-
fessors, psychiatrists, film and TV writers, and filmmakers—is 
incisive in its dissections of the show’s elements. Wrapping up 
with a morgue’s worth of the story’s victims and the contribu-
tors’ favorite episodes, the book organically ends with a group 
conversation about the show’s most infamous episode, “Made 
in America.” Cut to black.

An entertaining and engaging virtual watch party for a 
show that changed TV forever.



I HAVE SOMETHING TO 
TELL YOU 
A Memoir
Buttigieg, Chasten
Atria (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Sep. 1, 2020
978-1-982138-12-7  

The husband of the former Demo-
cratic presidential candidate reflects on his 
early struggles and eventual triumphs.

In this candid and unabashedly tender 
memoir, Buttigieg offers a story that is refreshingly different from 
what is normally served up by the spouses of political figures. Well 
before Chasten met Pete and they became one of the most promi-
nent gay couples in America, Chasten endured plenty of hardships. 
He recalls his lonely childhood near Traverse City, Michigan, feel-
ing like an outsider and bullied by classmates. Chronicling the ago-
nizing decision to come out to his loving yet deeply conservative 
family, the author delivers penetrating insight on how difficult 
this issue can be when you lack the support of a progressive local 

community. Unlike his future spouse, Chasten continued to strug-
gle as a young man navigating his way into adulthood, and his expe-
riences will be relatable to a variety of young people, regardless of 
sexual orientation. As many are today, Chasten was uncertain of 
his goals for college and a potential career, worked multiple dead-
end jobs as a means of support, and incurred massive financial 
debt through student loans. Meeting Pete dramatically altered the 
course of his future. Through Pete’s loving support and guidance, 
Chasten completed graduate school and began a teaching career. 

“I don’t think I truly began to believe in myself,” writes the author, 
“until someone like Peter came along, looked me in the eye, and said, 
‘You know I believe in you, right?’ I was so wrapped up in the ways 
I felt broken, and he was so wrapped up in the ways I made him 
feel whole.” When Pete embarked on his run for the Democratic 
nomination, Chasten quickly emerged into the spotlight as well. In 
the final section, the author takes readers on the campaign trail as 
he sought to establish his own active voice in support of Pete and 
the causes closest to his heart.

An engrossing and deeply inspiring memoir, especially 
recommended to young readers grappling with insecurity 
issues.
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TRUST 
America’s Best 
Chance 
Buttigieg, Pete
Liveright/Norton (224 pp.)
$23.95  |  Oct. 6, 2020
978-1-63149-877-0

The former mayor of South Bend, Indi-
ana, and Democratic presidential candidate 
explores how trust in our country’s govern-
mental foundations has drastically eroded 

over recent decades.
With the monumental 2020 election looming, Buttigieg 

examines the fundamental issues compromising the integ-
rity of our country’s institutions and why we urgently need to 
take measures to rebuild confidence. The author begins with 
an informative overview on the “necessity of trust” and then 
moves on to a cogent account of how the U.S. got to this point. 
From a historical and philosophical perspective, he reflects on 

the Constitution and the framers’ expansive intent for future 
generations. “They built into the system a way for it to become 
bigger than their own biases,” he writes, “trusting their suc-
cessors with the power to improve upon what they had cre-
ated.” Shedding some personal light, Buttigieg recounts a few 
memorable lessons he has learned during both his military and 
political career. For example, he shows how establishing trust 
was imperative to the success of his life-threatening duties as a 
military driver in Afghanistan. The author also gives plenty of 
attention to the gross injustices that have occurred under the 
Trump administration, many of which serve as cases in point 
for why our trust in government has eroded so much. “Presi-
dents after the Trump era will need to return to the basics 
when it comes to trust and credibility,” writes the author. “By 
2020, each of the most important means available to the White 
House for building trust—transparency, responsibility, vulner-
ability, truth-telling, predictability, reciprocity—had been not 
just abandoned but torched.” Ultimately, argues Buttigieg, we 
must seek to rebuild our reserves of trust and transparency; 
take actionable steps to secure a fairer tax code; and direct a 
more judicious eye toward our legal system regarding corrup-
tion and police misconduct.

An eloquent call to action for socially conscious citizens 
to get involved in restoring essential networks of trust.

THE MIDDLE WAY
How Three Presidents 
Shaped America’s Role in the 
World
Chollet, Derek
Oxford Univ.  (240 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Jan. 1, 2021
978-0-19-009288-7  

Which presidents of recent times 
have been most successful in interna-
tional affairs?

Chollet, executive vice president of the German Marshall 
Fund, suggests that three recent presidents exhibited a sensible 
approach to foreign policy: Dwight Eisenhower, George H.W. 
Bush, and Barack Obama (the author served in multiple senior 
positions with the Obama administration). “These three lead-
ers,” writes the author, “demonstrated how the United States 
can exercise prudent and powerful leadership in the world and 
stand as pillars of de cency, humility, and strength.” Each of them 
represented a fundamentally conservative approach. None was 
quick to reach for military solutions, but none shied from them, 
either, and all three focused on keeping a balance between for-
eign and domestic commitments. Chollet’s book, while not 
belaboring the point, stands as a rebuke to Trump’s handling of 
allies and enemies alike. In the place of his wild inconsistencies 
and angry bluster, Eisenhower, Bush, and Obama exhibited a 
keen awareness that what Eisenhower called “the Middle Way” 
was the place where progress might be slow but the real battles 
were to be fought, and all three sought to rein in the “arrogance 
of power” that so characterizes the current president. Chollet 

An eloquent call to action for socially conscious citizens
to get involved in restoring essential networks of trust.

trust
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“I never doubted it.” That’s Tamara Payne’s direct answer 
when asked whether she ever doubted that her father’s book 
would be published. Payne, 53, is speaking with me over Zoom 
from her home in New York’s Harlem neighborhood; the book 
in question is The Dead Are Arising: The Life of Malcolm X (Liv-
eright/Norton, Oct. 20). Les Payne, a Pulitzer Prize–winning 
journalist at Newsday, had been working on the biography, his 
great passion, for nearly 30 years when, in 2018, he died unex-
pectedly of a heart attack at the age of 76. Tamara had served 
as his research assistant for many years, leaving her job in com-
mercial real estate in 2016 to work on the project full time. 

“When Dad passed away, we were still going through dif-
ferent edits,” Tamara says. “We were talking about it and 
where it was going, and we were so close to getting it to that 
point. And then, when he passed”—she pauses—“it was 
hard for me. But I knew I had to do it. All I could think was, 
how does this book get done? And that’s all my focus has 
been on for the last two years—just making sure it gets done 
in his voice. I wanted his voice to ring throughout this book.”

Malcolm X is a rich subject for any biographer but also a 
challenging one. So much of what we know about Malcolm 
derives from his influential 1965 Autobiography, written with 
Alex Haley: his Michigan childhood, the street hustling in 
Boston and New York, his prison conversion, the years with 
the Nation of Islam and subsequent break with Elijah Mu-
hammad, his rise as an inspirational symbol of Black libera-
tion. Spike Lee’s 1992 film, with Denzel Washington in the 
title role, further colors our image of Malcolm and indeli-
bly depicts his 1965 assassination. Manning Marable’s prize-
winning biography, Malcolm X: A Life of Reinvention (Viking, 
2011), is a work of deep scholarship by a Columbia University 
professor (who, by strange coincidence, also died before his 
book’s publication).

The Dead Are Arising comes from a different place. Les 
Payne was a veteran newspaperman—an investigative re-
porter, columnist, and editor whose achievements were leg-
end in the Newsday newsroom. (I worked at the paper after 
Les retired in 2006 and never met him.) His biography is 
built upon a foundation of interviews—hundreds of hours 
spent carefully establishing a rapport with the people who 
knew Malcolm and supplying what Tamara calls the “colors 
and textures” of the story. 

The interest in Malcolm 
dates back to Les’ youth; as 
a student at the University 
of Connecticut in 1963 he 
attended a speech Malcolm 
gave at Bushnell Memorial 
Hall in Hartford. The riv-
eting experience would in-
spire an essay, “The Night 
I Stopped Being a Negro.” 
Decades later, when a mu-
tual friend offered to intro-
duce him to Malcolm’s older 
brother Philbert, he leapt at 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Tamara Payne

WHEN JOURNALIST LES PAYNE DIED UNEXPECTEDLY IN 2018, 
HIS DAUGHTER AND RESEARCHER BROUGHT THEIR MALCOLM X 
BIOGRAPHY ACROSS THE FINISH LINE
By Tom Beer

Jam
al Payne
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the chance. Brothers Philbert and Wilfred, classmate Au-
drey Slaught, jazz musician Malcolm Jarvis, undercover cop 
Gene Roberts—all these voices offer deeper perspectives 
on the man.

“He loved journalism,” Tamara says of her father. “That’s 
what’s different about this [book]. It’s not like we’re trying 
to prove [something]—this is where our research took us. 
This is where our interviews took us. This is where our test-
ing and analyzing of the information took us. It was the real 
practice of journalism at the highest level.” For Tamara, the 
accomplishment was personal, too: “To work that closely 
[with my father] and to be trusted as his confidant, to learn 
as an apprentice, and then to have our father-daughter rela-
tionship get even deeper—it just doesn’t get any better.”

Early reviews of the book have vindicated the Paynes’ 
project. Kirkus calls The Dead Are Arising a “superb biog-
raphy and an essential addition to the library of African 
American political engagement.” The day after Tamara and 
I speak, it shows up on the longlist for the National Book 
Award for Nonfiction. In a year of renewed discussion of 
American racism, it’s hard not to draw a throughline from 
Malcolm X to the activism of Black Lives Matter.

“I think Malcolm speaks to so many people in this mo-
ment,” Tamara says. “I think he clears up a lot. It’s funny, 
because three months ago I would have said it differently. 
I would have said it’s an interesting story, it’s an American 
story, and not just about African American history. But now 
I want people really to see that American history is repeat-
ing itself.”

The Dead Are Arising received a starred review in the July 1, 
2020, issue.
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notes that although Obama has been scourged as a radical left-
ist, his policies, particularly foreign policy, were framed in terms 
that Eisenhower and Bush would have endorsed. The author 
tests his thesis on six crises, two apiece, that the three presidents 
faced and met with that middle-way policy, including Obama’s 
dealings with the Assad regime in Syria: “While Obama wanted 
to get rid of Assad, he did not want the United States to be on 
the hook to do it.” Obama further opposed the war in Iraq but 
wanted to focus closely on fighting terrorists in Afghanistan. 
Bush denounced “America First”–ism. Chollet’s thesis is too 
often stated and restated, but his conclusions are worth holding 
in mind as one evaluates presidential performance.

A book for foreign-policy wonks to debate and cherish.

APOLLO’S ARROW 
The Profound and 
Enduring Impact of 
Coronavirus on the Way 
We Live
Christakis, Nicholas A.
Little, Brown Spark (288 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Oct. 27, 2020
978-0-316-62821-1  

An authoritative analysis of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, from its beginning 

to its hoped-for end.
Sociologist and physician Christakis, who directs the 

Human Nature Lab at Yale, offers a cogent, deeply informa-
tive overview of the coronavirus pandemic, taking into consid-
eration the biology of the pathogen and the social, economic, 
psychological, and political impacts of the virus on society. 
Drawing on scientific, medical, and sociological research, he 
assesses the transmission of the virus, responses worldwide, and 
prognosis for the pandemic’s end. In addition, he places Covid-
19 in the context of past epidemics: plague in ancient Athens, 
the Black Death in medieval Europe, polio epidemics in 1916 
and the 1950s, influenza in 1918, and HIV in the 1980s. “It’s very 
important to emphasize that, as bad as COVID-19 is,” writes 
the author, “it’s not remotely as bad as epidemics of bubonic 
plague, cholera, or smallpox that have killed much larger frac-
tions of the population and that have had much larger and 
longer-lasting effects.” Nevertheless, he underscores the disas-
trous effect of inadequate responses, especially from the Trump 
administration: a “botched” rollout of early tests, lack of coher-
ent national strategy, and repeated “denial and lies.” It’s inargu-
able, he writes, that “the lack of scientific literacy, capacity for 
nuance, and honest leadership hurt us.” Christakis emphasizes 
the importance of wearing masks and enforcing social distanc-
ing, two interventions that slow the spread of the virus, which 
is essential while treatments and vaccines are being developed. 
While acknowledging “colossal uncertainty” about the future of 
the pandemic, he predicts that at least until 2022, Americans 
will live in a changed world. It will be necessary to wear masks, 
abstain from shaking hands, avoid crowds, and receive medical 
care online rather than in person. Hopefully, he writes, “one 
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of the unexpected impacts…may be that a society that feels 
besieged by the threat of the virus will increasingly treat scien-
tific information, and not just scientists, seriously.”

A welcome assessment of the reality of the epidemic that 
has changed our lives.

DISLOYAL
A Memoir: The True Story 
of the Former Personal 
Attorney to President 
Donald J. Trump
Cohen, Michael
Skyhorse Publishing (432 pp.) 
$32.50  |  Sep. 8, 2020
978-1-5107-6469-9  

Consider everything bad you’ve 
heard about Donald Trump. Quadruple 

it, and you have a sense of where this winding book begins.

Not since John Dean’s Blind Ambition have we seen a 
political mea culpa as thoroughgoing as this one. Like a Mafia 
chief, Cohen asserts, Trump “wouldn’t mind if I were dead,” 
and plenty of Trump cultists would be glad to do the hit—or, 
in the case of Matt Gaetz, he alleges, at least commit black-
mail. Cohen’s transgression? To cooperate with the Mueller 
investigation, which “was not a witch-hunt,” since Trump 
gladly courted “Russian connivance” in the 2016 election. 
Cohen enabled this and many other crimes and misdemean-
ors. At their very first encounter, he recalls, Trump lied to him 

“directly, demonstrably and without doubt.” He swallowed 
it because he wanted a taste of the “intoxicating cocktail of 
power, strength, celebrity, and a complete disregard for the 
rules and realities that govern our lives.” By Cohen’s account, 
it was his idea that Trump run for president in both 2012 and 
2016, though Trump shied from the former race because he 
feared Barack Obama, whom he hated with a passion. Trump’s 

“unhinged Archie Bunker racism” defines him, writes Cohen, 
as does his contempt for everyone who is not within his inner 
circle. Even they aren’t safe: “The kid has the worst fucking 
judgment of anyone I have ever met,” Trump said of Don Jr. 
He scorns his fundamentalist supporters (“Can you believe 
people believe that bullshit?”), bilks friends, reneges on prom-
ises and debts, and cheats in every possible way. Though some 
people seem not to mind being ill-used, it’s telling, notes 
Cohen, that Trump has not a single friend. One thing is sure: 
If Trump is guilty of even a portion of the charges leveled here, 
then he has no business being president—though, Cohen 
warns, Trump will not leave office willingly if he loses in 2020, 
having found the perfect con game.

A furious, rueful confession of crimes committed by and 
on behalf of the sitting president.

WE KEEP THE 
DEAD CLOSE 
A Murder at Harvard 
and a Half Century of Silence
Cooper, Becky
Grand Central Publishing (464 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-5387-4683-7  

A former New Yorker editorial staff 
member documents the decade she 
spent investigating the unsolved 1969 

murder of a female Harvard graduate student.
Cooper first heard rumors of Jane Britton’s murder as a 

junior in college in 2009, and she was immediately seized by the 
story, which centered around Britton’s supposed affair with a 
married professor who allegedly killed her when she threatened 
to reveal details of their relationship. The more she learned 
about the young woman, the more she felt “connected to her 
with a certainty more alchemical than rational,” but Cooper 
also worried about how far as “omnipotent” an institution as 
Harvard “[would] go to make sure the story stayed buried.” 
Only after she returned to New York in 2012, however, did the 

An intricately crafted and suspenseful book sure to please
any fan of true crime—and plenty of readers beyond.

we keep the dead close



author begin fully investigating the details behind Jane’s grisly, 
quasi-ritualistic death. She returned to scouring the internet 
for information before going undercover that fall as a Harvard 
undergraduate to learn more about the married professor sus-
pected of Britton’s murder. In the months and years that fol-
lowed, Cooper covertly interviewed graduate students and 
Jane’s friends, joined an online group of amateur sleuths, and 
researched articles in newspapers including the Harvard Crim-
son. Details emerged that not only complicated the story, but 
revealed other suspects as well as a tangled web of personal 
secrets and systemic betrayals on the parts of Harvard and law 
enforcement. Jane’s story became less about the fact of a murder 
mystery that DNA evidence eventually solved in 2018 and more 
about institutional sexism, academic corruption and abuse, and 
the seductive power of narrative. Interspersed throughout with 
photos and riveting plot twists, this book succeeds as both a 
true-crime story and a powerful portrait of a young woman’s 
remarkable quest for justice.

An intricately crafted and suspenseful book sure to please 
any fan of true crime—and plenty of readers beyond.

CAFÉ EUROPA REVISITED
How To Survive 
Post-Communism
Drakulić, Slavenka
Penguin (256 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-14-313417-6  

A Croatian journalist and novelist 
reconsiders what’s gone right—and wrong—
in post-communist Eastern Europe.

In this sequel to Café Europa (1997), 
Drakulić admits that Eastern Europeans had a “perhaps too 
rosy” view of the benefits of unity with the West and the ease 
of attaining it. Especially since the influx of immigrants in 2015 
and 2016, questions of national identity have morphed into a 
virulent nationalism: “These sorts of ideas used to travel from 
west to east; now they are moving in the opposite direction, as if 
nationalization and Balkanization were no longer the property 
of Eastern Europe alone.” The author often returns to points 
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she’s made before but generally gives them fresh life in these 
15 graceful essays in which ordinary people and events tend to 
become metaphors for larger issues—e.g., the “fantastic” Euro-
pean health insurance card or the “ugly” revival of anti-Semitism 
on the continent. “European Food Apartheid” begins with EU 
and other investigations that found that food producers were 
sending subpar products to Poland, Bulgaria, and other former 
communist countries but opens out to suggest why Eastern bloc 
nations feel like “second-class consumers” in the EU. Another 
essay involves a widowed Serbian immigrant and much-admired 
shopkeeper in Stockholm whose only companion, a pet parrot, 
was confiscated by Swedish police when he failed to heed their 
warning to get a larger cage. The incident suggests why Balkan 
expatriates may feel like strange birds no matter how assimi-
lated. In laying bare human emotions, Drakulić at times slights 
the larger political picture—in analyzing Viktor Orbán’s appeal 
to Hungarians, she fails to note that his government largely con-
trols the media, which gives them a lopsided picture of him—
but overall, she’s a fine guide to many aspects of a region poorly 
understood by much of the West.

A thoughtful insider’s perspective on Eastern Europe’s 
fitful steps toward democracy.

THE AFTERGRIEF
Finding Your Way Along the 
Long Arc of Loss
Edelman, Hope
Ballantine (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 6, 2020
978-0-399-17978-5  

How the impact of human loss tran-
scends the lives of the bereaved.

As she did in the bestselling Moth-
erless Daughters (1994), which examined 

the emotional challenges of women who grew up without a 
maternal figure, Edelman dissects the dynamics of grief. “I 
wish there were a foolproof method for ‘getting over’ the 
death of someone we love,” she writes in the lucid pream-
ble. However, “everything I’ve experi enced, learned, and 
observed over the past thirty-eight years has taught me oth-
erwise.” Drawing on her in-depth interviews with 81 indi-
viduals, the author looks at how the grieving process shaped 
her subjects’ lives and could potentially impact their futures 
as well. Edelman’s personal journey, though repetitive, is 
also noteworthy: Her mother died of breast cancer in 1981 
at age 42, and she discusses the ever evolving meaning of 
her death, particularly once she became a parent and “really 
understood how foreshortened my mother’s life had been 
and what she’d missed out on by dying so young.” The author 
also explores grief from a historical perspective through eras 
devastated by war and disease, and she taps into psychologi-
cal, societal, and gender-specific patterns of mourning, ref-
erencing research studies on such concepts as “the rings of 
grief.” Sensitive readers should brace for the heartbreaking 
profiles of people whose lives never fully rebounded from 
the catastrophic loss of a loved one, whether the death was 
sudden, protracted, or shrouded in mystery. These varied 
perspectives coalesce to show how grief endures longer than 
most people ever realize. Edelman emphasizes that while we 
may never truly outlive the fallout from loss, it becomes an 
element of life that can be integrated into our own unique 
versions of felicity. “Unexpressed grief from the past may be 
one of the most overlooked public health crises of our time,” 
writes the author, who proactively seeks to change cultural 
perceptions about the way it is viewed, with an eye toward 
improved support networks for post-traumatic growth.

A timelessly relevant chronicle on enduring grief.
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PERTINAX
The Son of a Slave Who 
Became Roman Emperor
Elliott, Simon
Greenhill Books (320 pp.) 
$42.95  |  Dec. 19, 2020
978-1-78438-525-5  

An authoritative new history unearths 
the true story of a slave’s son who rose 
through the ranks to become the Roman 
Empire’s most powerful man.

Publius Helvius Pertinax (126-193 C.E.) was a military 
officer and civil servant who packed several lifetimes into his 
66 years. Though he only served 86 days before he was assas-
sinated, military historian and archaeologist Elliott takes 
the basic elements of his story to fashion a mostly readable 
account of his life. After years as a teacher, Pertinax switched 
careers at age 35 and entered the military, embarking on a “diz-
zying upward trajectory” capped by his short-lived reign as 
emperor. He occupied posts in Rome’s sophisticated military 
and governing machines in empire hot spots like Syria, Car-
thage, and Britannia, “the wild west of the Roman Empire,” 
where he served as governor and survived an assassination 
attempt by mutinous legionnaires. He endured periods of 
banishment but always came back to move further up the lad-
der of rank, prestige, and wealth. After the “deluded” Emperor 
Commodus was assassinated, Pertinax was drafted by the Sen-
ate to become the new emperor. But he ran afoul of the Prae-
torian Guard, a state-sanctioned band of mercenaries ready 
to sell the empire’s throne to the highest bidder. Pertinax’s 
story shows how an ordinary Roman citizen—even the son of 
a slave—could negotiate a rigid class and caste system. Elliott, 
author of several books about Roman affairs, has a deep under-
standing of Roman life, especially as it was lived in Britannia. 
His challenge is that there is very little personal information 
in accounts of Pertinax’s life, and he fills the gaps with more 
particulars about military life than are likely to interest gen-
eral readers. The author vividly documents Pertinax’s last days 
and effectively captures the tenor of the era, a time awash in 
corruption and violence.

Roman history enthusiasts will find new material to 
digest and general readers, useful context for the Roman way 
of life.

THE AGE OF WOOD 
Mankind’s Most Useful 
Material and the 
Construction of Civilization
Ennos, Roland
Scribner (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-982114-73-2  

Informative study of the crucial role 
of wood in the development of humans 
over centuries.

“I hope [this book] will show that for the vast majority of 
our time on this planet we have lived in an age dominated by 
this most versatile material, and that in many ways we still 
do,” writes Ennos, a professor of biological sciences who has 
authored textbooks on trees, statistics, and biomechanics. In 
this enthusiastic exploration, which begins in prehistory and 
moves to the present, the author digs deeply into paleoanthro-
pology, tracking the earliest technological developments of man 
and what essentially brought them out of the forest—namely, 
climate change and the necessity of making fire. Ennos delves 
into a wide variety of disciplines, including social history, car-
pentry, geography, geology (specifically, how new energy sources 
such as peat and coal surpassed wood during the Industrial 
Revolution), and mechanical engineering. Even when iron and 
other materials replaced wood in some forms of construction, 
it still took wood (in the form of charcoal) to smelt the metals. 

“In the Middle Ages,” writes the author, “around thirty pounds 
of wood was needed to smelt one pound of iron.” Ennos also 
examines the supply of wood throughout history (into the 20th 
century, the New World’s vast forests seemed inexhaustible), 
the intense labor required to move timber to manufacturing 
sites, and the high level of skill and focus involved in carpentry. 
The innovation of pig iron, cast iron, and wrought iron—all of 
which Ennos describes knowledgeably—transformed building 
into the 19th century and beyond. Yet even despite the wide-
spread acceptance of such modern materials as steel, concrete, 
and plastic, as well as energy (oil), wood has continued relevance 
today—plywood, laminated wood, and wood pulp, among other 
applications. The author corrects some deforestation myths, 
discusses ecological disaster, and concludes with ways of “mend-
ing our strained relationship” with wood.

An excellent, thorough history in an age of our 
increasingly fraught relationships with natural resources.

An excellent, thorough history in an age of our increasingly 
fraught relationships with natural resources.

the age of wood
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THE LIVES OF LUCIAN FREUD
Fame, 1968-2011
Feaver, William
Knopf (592 pp.) 
$45.00  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-0-525-65766-8  

The second installment in the noted 
critic’s intimate portrait of the idiosyn-
cratic artist.

Feaver picks up his biography of 
Lucian Freud (1922-2011) where the 

award-winning first volume ended, in 1968. The author became 
a trusted friend of Freud’s in 1973 when his work wasn’t well 
known, and this gossipy, drawn-out biography of these “extraor-
dinarily productive” years is greatly guided by Freud’s own 
words, “thousands of phone calls from him over more than 
thirty-five years,” and reminiscences from those who knew him. 
Primarily a portraitist, “realistic without being real,” as his “old 
friend and idol” Francis Bacon described them, Freud painted 

people he “felt like painting”—and those who could pay. As one 
sitter said, the “results are not flattering.” Feaver writes that 
Freud loved to gamble, and the “companionship of horses was 
more of an attraction than most human company.” Close to 
his mother, Freud did numerous paintings of Lucie, “arguably 
the longest time ever spent by any mother’s painter son on any 
painter son’s mother.” Fond of painting nudes, he told Feaver 
that when “I paint clothes I’m really painting naked people 
who are covered in clothes,” the “portraits are all personal and 
the nudes especially demand it.” Freud also fathered numerous 
illegitimate children. A “common grievance or understand-
ing among Freud’s children was that he only saw them—and 
of them only the ones he recognized—when it suited him and 
sporadically at that.” In 2001, his reputation secure, he was able 
to get Queen Elizabeth II to sit for a small portrait. The Sun’s 
headline screamed: “travesty.” Feaver provides a full-throated 
chronicle of Freud’s life: discussions of more than 200 works; 
shows, dealers, and collectors; painting techniques; the artist’s 
many models, including his daughters, “there for what he could 
make of them;” frequent moves from one residence to another; 
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love life, friends, and ongoing financial problems. Also, two of 
his favorite authors were Balzac and Raymond Chandler.

A knowledgeable yet overlong, extremely detailed biog-
raphy that may overwhelm readers.

THE FBI WAY
Inside the Bureau’s Code 
of Excellence
Figliuzzi, Frank
Custom House/Morrow (272 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-06-299705-0  

A leadership book from the FBI’s 
former head of counterintelligence.

Figliuzzi rightly notes that an excep-
tional organization maintains high ethical 

standards, but the way the author communicates his concepts is 
not as potent as some would expect from a former special agent. 
The book mixes ideas that will be familiar to readers of Marcus 
Aurelius’ Meditations and Sun Tzu’s Art of War except instead of 
deception, integrity is the recipe for success. Though Figliuzzi 
offers explanations of the principles that guide the FBI, the text 
is largely a series of anecdotes. Many organizations could stand 
to implement the FBI’s purported moral uprightness, but the 
book is not a how-to manual. The author hints at many of the 
disturbing crimes he no doubt witnessed during his years of ser-
vice, and his accounts of consoling surviving family members of 
deceased agents are touching. One particularly thrilling story 
involves the high-speed chase of a suspected terrorist across 
half of the country. “FBI surveillance units in state after state 
had been handing off Zazi like a toxic baton in a deadly relay 
race,” writes Figliuzzi. Most of the other stories are only mildly 
interesting, but they all do illustrate the value of the FBI. The 
author wrote this book when it was “time to defend and extol 
the work of the FBI,” and he does just that; he certainly goes 
against the grain of current criticism of law enforcement. Late 
in the book, we learn that Figliuzzi held the position “referred 
to as the nation’s top spy catcher,” but there is little spy-catch-
ing to be found. The author relates events through James Com-
ey’s departure and the early pandemic. Perhaps the clandestine 
nature of the FBI prevents Figliuzzi from telling us what we 
really want to hear, or maybe it’s just too soon.

A surprisingly middle-of-the-road book.

NO TIME LIKE THE FUTURE
An Optimist Considers 
Mortality
Fox, Michael J.
Flatiron Books (256 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-1-250-26561-6  

In his fourth book, Fox expresses 
gratitude for the past and looks to the 
future with a firm grasp on how to be 

“both a realist and an optimist.”
Though the actor, activist, and author has lived a blessed life, 

he has also faced plenty of adversity. In 1991, at 29, following 
early success with Family Ties, Teen Wolf, and the Back to the 
Future series, he was diagnosed with young-onset Parkinson’s 
disease, a devastating blow that would stop many people in 
their tracks. But Fox continued to work. After his diagnosis, he 
had roles in Spin City, Rescue Me, Boston Legal, and The Michael 
J. Fox Show, among other TV show and film appearances. In 
his latest book, the author, who has recently suffered from a 
spinal cord issue, is both optimistic and self-reflective: “Have 
I oversold optimism as a panacea, commodified hope? Have I 
been an honest broker with the Parkinson’s community? The 
understanding I’ve reached with Parkinson’s is sincere, but the 
expression of it risks being glib.” Fox is refreshingly candid 
about his latest ailment, which has necessitated frequent use of 
a wheelchair. He gracefully takes readers on his journey from 
Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore for the risky surgical 
procedure and then New York City for intense rehab, and he 
praises his compassionate doctors and their top-notch care. The 
tone of the memoir is not entirely somber; though Fox ponders 
death, he also shares memories of a safari in Tanzania and a trip 
to Mount Everest: “Flying over the Himalayas is like housesitting for 
God.” Throughout, the author clearly expresses his love for his 
family: his wife of 30 years, Tracy Pollan Fox, their four children, 
and Gus, the family dog.

A heartfelt, unselfish book about never giving up that 
should serve as good motivational material for readers.

THE INVENTION 
OF MEDICINE 
From Homer to Hippocrates
Fox, Robin Lane
Basic (432 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Dec. 8, 2020
978-0-465-09344-1  

Fresh historical context—social, cul-
tural, and intellectual—on the emergence 
of an entirely new medical practice in 
ancient Greece.

In his latest, classicist Fox, a winner of the James Tait Black 
Award and Duff Cooper Prize, among others, focuses on the 
Hippocratic corpus that entered the Greek medical discourse 
in the fifth century B.C.E. In a meaty exploration, the author 
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closely examines the Epidemics, a collection of books attrib-
uted to Hippocrates—the founding father of rationally based 
medicine—and his immediate associates, which posited a con-
ceptual break with earlier medical practice. “They are the very 
first observations and descriptions of real-life individuals during 
a number of days which survive anywhere in the world,” writes 
Fox, who is consistently thorough and logically coherent as he 
delves into the language, style, and content of the texts. The 
Hippocratic authors believed that humans were “part of a natu-
ral world which is explicable in terms of underlying elements 
and forces.” Thus, when considering health and treatment, they 
excluded the influence of the gods, which was a far cry from the 

“thought-world” of Homer. Equally important was the empha-
sis on ethical principles guiding the hands of practitioners of 
their craft. Combined, the books present a significant medical 
course of understanding, explanation, and prediction. Fox also 
pays close attention to “voiceprints” and the relevant contexts 
of the books, seeking to pin down their dates, which are dis-
puted among scholars. In the process, readers journey with the 
author through such topics as art and art dating; place portrai-
ture; the effects of new medical concepts on dramatists Aeschy-
lus, Sophocles, and Euripides as well as historians (a great deal 
more on Thucydides than Herodotus); the role of sanctuaries 
in ancient Greek cities; the relation of diseases to seasons and 
climates; and the ties binding together the Hippocratic texts, 

“masterpieces of method and observation” that would serve as 
reference books for fellow doctors.

Searching, lucid, and challenging, Fox’s book presents a 
vivid picture of Hippocratic creativity.

DOG FLOWERS 
A Memoir
Geller, Danielle
One World/Random House (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-984820-39-6  

A Navajo woman’s memoir of family, 
loss, and self-discovery.

Geller, a creative writing teacher, 
takes readers on two parallel journeys: 
that of her mother, Laureen, who left the 

Navajo reservation at age 19, “almost as soon as she could,” and 
her own, which begins with her notifying her sister Eileen that 
their mother was dying. Laureen had spent “the last six months 
of her life homeless, sleeping in a park in Lake Worth, Florida,” 
and the author traveled to visit her during her final days. After 
Laureen’s death, Geller collected her mother’s belongings, 

“packed into eight suitcases” and including “her diaries, her pho-
tos, and the letters she kept.” Using these personal items, the 
author expertly weaves her story into Laureen’s, comparing her 
memories with her mother’s records. Geller traces her child-
hood, adoption by her grandmother, experiences with abuse, 
and troubled relationships with her sister and father. One of 
the primary themes here is the author’s complicated feelings 
about her Navajo identity, whether discussing how she “learned 

to twist my sorrow into a joke,” describing her family to her 
friends, or recounting her meeting with a Navajo jewelry maker. 

“I didn’t imagine she knew my mother’s family; I didn’t even 
imagine she cared,” writes Geller. “But I had reached the limits 
of my documentary sleuthing—the letters from my mother’s 
fam ily were old, the addresses and phone numbers ancient—and 
this jeweler seemed like my last chance.” After that encounter, 
she was invited to a memorial for her mother on the reservation 
and began the process of connecting with her extended family 
and working to understand her own cultural identity. Geller’s 
mix of archival research and personal memoir allows readers to 
see a refreshing variety of perspectives and layers, resulting in 
an eye-opening, moving narrative.

A deftly rendered, powerful story of family, grief, and the 
search for self.
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A deftly rendered, powerful story of family, 

grief, and the search for self.
dog flowers
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FEATHERHOOD 
A Memoir of Two 
Fathers and a Magpie
Gilmour, Charlie
Scribner (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-5011-9850-2  

A wily, endearing bird becomes cen-
tral to a man’s life.

Like Helen Macdonald, who took 
to training a goshawk after her father’s 

death, Gilmour, who spent much of his life trying to understand 
the biological father who abandoned him, found wisdom and sol-
ace from caring for an orphaned magpie. In a captivating memoir, 
Gilmour recounts his frustrating search for his father, Heathcote 
Williams, who abruptly disappeared when he was 6 months old. 
Heathcote, writes the author, was a “squatter, writer, actor, alco-
holic, poet, anarchist, magician, revolutionary, and Old Etonian. 
A wild-haired icon of the radical sixties underground whose plays 
and essays rode the twin currents of psychedelia and sex.” After 
his mother married rock musician David Gilmour, Charlie found 
himself ensconced in a family with many siblings and a new adop-
tive father; still, he felt an abiding sense “of loss and longing; a 
feeling of homesickness for a home I’d never really known.” As 
Heathcote repeatedly rebuffed Charlie’s efforts to connect, his 
son descended into “psychological self-immolation,” depres-
sion, and mania. By his late teens, he was seriously abusing drugs; 
after one manic episode, he landed in prison. Interwoven with 
his narrative of pain and sadness is his relationship with a magpie 
that he and his ever patient fiancee rescued and nursed to health. 
Benzene, as they named her, lived with the couple for two years, 
treated more like “a medieval prince” than a bird, indulged royally 
with “music, flowers, shiny baubles, and meat.” Benzene’s grow-
ing strength and independence mirrored Gilmour’s emergence 
from oppressive grief. When Gilmour finally confronted evi-
dence of his father’s long history of mental instability, Benzene 
served as an “an airy spirit who ke[pt] me afloat.” Eventually, the 
author gained perspective on the causes of his father’s abandon-
ment, and he assuaged his fears about his own mind: “who your 
father is,” he realizes, “isn’t who you have to be.” Though not 
quite on that level, this one will fit nicely on the shelf next to H 
Is for Hawk. 

A sensitive, often moving chronicle of transformation for 
bird and man.

WAR OF SHADOWS 
Codebreakers, Spies, 
and the Secret Struggle 
To Drive the Nazis From the 
Middle East
Gorenberg, Gershom
PublicAffairs (480 pp.) 
$34.00  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-1-61039-627-1  

A veteran historian and journalist 
pulls together many historical threads in 

this portrait of the “battle for the Middle East…one of the criti-
cal fronts of World War II.”

Gorenberg, a winner of the National Jewish Book Award 
who has been covering Middle Eastern affairs for more than 
35 years, begins with a vivid portrait of Cairo in July 1942, its 
air dense with smoke from burning diplomatic documents, 
the streets packed with fleeing vehicles. Axis forces under 
Gen. Erwin Rommel had crossed the border and seemed 
unstoppable. Maj. Bonner Frank Fellers, America’s military 
attaché in Cairo, reported the news to Washington along with 
a description of British forces and his opinion that they were 
on the verge of collapse. Rommel also read Fellers’ report; he 
had been reading them since America entered the war. The 
author then rewinds the clock to the British countryside in 
1939. Unlike the film The Imitation Game, Gorenberg delivers 
historically accurate and fascinating descriptions of Bletchley 
Park as a collection of smart, workaholic men and women that 
included a sprinkling of geniuses. They produced not one but 
many breakthroughs regarding the constantly changing Axis 
codes. Assigned to read decrypts to discover spies, one expert 
noticed that Rommel was receiving useful information from a 
source in Cairo. More digging pointed to the American military 
attaché. It turned out that the efficient Italian intelligence 
service routinely rifled the unguarded embassy safes in Rome, 
so American codes were no secret. Once they were changed, 
Rommel began complaining of the quality of his intelligence, 
and the British continued to eavesdrop. Gorenberg’s gimlet eye 
reveals a remarkably unheroic Rommel, unimaginative British 
generalship, know-it-all American leadership, and a delightful 
cast of colonial officials, family, unhappy Egyptian royalty, Arab 
nationalists, adventurers, and even two bumbling Nazi spies 
out of central casting. The author also includes a helpful cast of 
characters, divided by country, and a list of relevant intelligence 
and security agencies.

Sure to be among the year’s best histories of World War 
II. 
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NOBLE VOLUNTEERS
The British Soldiers Who 
Fought The American 
Revolution
Hagist, Don N.
Westholme Publishing (392 pp.) 
$34.00  |  Dec. 3, 2020
978-1-59416-349-4  

An eye-opening account of the 
redcoats.

Hagist, the managing editor of the 
Journal of the American Revolution, emphasizes that his subjects 
are not officers but private soldiers who, unlike sailors in the 
Royal Navy, were volunteers. Earning 8 pence per day—minus 
deductions for uniforms and food—it was a subsistence liveli-
hood but secure. Soldiers usually enlisted for life, retiring with 
a pension when no longer physically able. The British soldier 
usually receives bad press in popular American histories, often 
depicted “as little more than a caricature,” as Rick Atkinson 
notes in the foreword. However, writes Hagist, “contrary to 
popular misconceptions, few were pressured to join in order 
to avoid jail or escape poverty.” Some were farm laborers, but 
most were from the trades—e.g., tailors, barbers, blacksmiths. 
Their reasons for enlisting were similar to today’s: a search for 
adventure or to escape an unsatisfactory civilian life. Training 
was intense, and discipline was often barbaric. Although few 
complained at the time, there was no shortage of misbehavior, 
crime, and desertion, but the result was a surprisingly content 
and skilled army who “were seldom bested on the battlefield, 
even in the face of much greater numbers.” The author’s 
research in American and British archives turns up a great 
deal of technical, statistical, and organizational details as well 
as personal writings of the large percentage of enlisted men 
who were literate. Readers will enjoy many revealing stories of 
soldiering in that distant era, provided they understand that 
Hagist is accustomed to writing for a scholarly audience. Thus, 
his chapter on the fate of soldiers at the end of their service 
is a fine explanation of 18th-century British pension boards, 
along with examples of soldiers who came before them, but 
it’s too much for general readers. Entire chapters devoted to 
housing, pay, and recruiting may discourage those who prefer 
not to skim.

A detailed and often entertaining history for academics.

LIVE AT JACKSON STATION
Music, Community, and 
Tragedy in a Southern 
Blues Bar
Harrison, Daniel M.
Univ. of South Carolina (256 pp.) 
$24.99 paper  |  Jan. 28, 2021
978-1-64336-145-1  

An account of an extraordinary 
Southern musical oasis and the tragedy 
that shut it down.

“Throughout the 1980s, Jackson Station Rhythm & Blues 
Club of Hodges, South Carolina, was one of the liveliest places 
to be,” writes sociology professor Harrison in this well-reported 
book. In terms of musical significance, Jackson was like a juke 
joint for a new generation, a place for musicians to sustain and 
nurture themselves and to play until sunrise for increasingly 
lubricated fans. It was also run by two openly gay men in a region 
not known for its tolerance; the no-nonsense mother of one of 
the men worked the door and turned away anyone she didn’t 
like. It was something of a safe haven where nearly anyone—gay, 
straight, White, Black, redneck, hippie, etc.—could mingle and 
enjoy the music. There were usually a few cows outside, and you 
could find marijuana, cocaine, and LSD if you knew where to 
look. Jackson served as a crucible for Widespread Panic in its 
early days and launched the career comeback of Nappy Brown, 
and it was the home away from home for touring blues artists 
and a place where newer acts, many from Athens, Georgia, could 
find a booking. Sadly, it all came crashing down when co-owner 
Gerald Jackson, a Vietnam vet seemingly beloved by everyone, 
followed a drunken customer into the parking lot to argue over 
a small amount of money. The customer hit Jackson in the head 
with an ax, which didn’t kill him but left him a quadriplegic 

“who needed twenty-four-hour attention.” Though Harrison 
tries to do a little too much with the narrative—an amalgam of 
musicological analysis of the history of the blues, a sociological 
and historical survey of the region, and the function of such a 
club within it—the basic facts of the story make it abundantly 
clear that Jackson was truly something special.

Fans of the blues and lively music clubs will find this 
fascinating.

DRUG USE FOR GROWN-UPS
Chasing Liberty in the Land 
of Fear
Hart, Carl L.
Penguin Press (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-101-98164-1  

A full-throated defense of self-aware, 
voluntary drug use.

Hart, the first tenured African Amer-
ican professor of sciences at Colum-

bia University and former psychology department head, calls 
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himself “an unapologetic drug user.” His formulary is exten-
sive, and it is likely only because he’s tenured that he so read-
ily admits to a liking for—but not addiction to—heroin, along 
with an overstuffed medicine cabinet full of other substances. 
His book has two overarching purposes. The first is to argue 
that the grown-ups of his title can indeed use drugs of varying 
descriptions—mostly marijuana, likely, but up to and includ-
ing methamphetamines and opioids—and still be responsible 
parents and citizens. As the author suggests, millions of grown-
ups already do so, and despite all the warnings and admoni-
tions against it, by Hart’s lights even pregnant women can use 
a little here and there without being or producing monsters. “It 
doesn’t matter whether the drug is alcohol, caffeine, tobacco, 
or weed,” he writes of the last point. “Consumption of any of 
these substances should be taken in consultation with a health-
care professional and should be limited.” His second large point 
is that the classification of drug use and public-health and law 
enforcement attitudes toward it is thoroughly racialized: Crack 
cocaine use was considered an epidemic evil when minorities, 
especially Black people, were using it. However, when it devel-
oped that “most crack users were white, and most drug users 
bought their drugs from dealers within their own racial group,” 
the epidemic became one of concern rather than fear. Hart’s 
openness in admitting to the use, often by way of experimenta-
tion, of drugs ranging from MDMA to methamphetamine and 
hexedrone and beyond is admirable, but doubtless, his thesis 
that taking drugs should be a matter of private choice alone will 
meet with considerable resistance.

Civil libertarians will find this a valuable tool for mount-
ing arguments in defense of free choice.

TIME BETWEEN
My Life as a Byrd, Burrito 
Brother, and Beyond
Hillman, Chris
BMG Books (320 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-1-947026-35-3  

An eyewitness account of the advent 
of folk rock and the foundations of coun-
try rock.

As one of the original members of 
the Byrds and a co-founder of the Flying Burrito Brothers, Hill-
man was often considered a team player overshadowed by more 
colorful and often erratic frontmen. In a memoir refreshingly 
devoid of either bragging or score-settling, the author reminds 
us about his significant contributions as a multi-instrumentalist 
and songwriter, and he offers a straightforward perspective on 
tumultuous times, as band mates contended with substance 
abuse and other personal demons. Hillman shows just how 
much the Byrds owed to the Beatles (and to a viewing of A Hard 
Day’s Night in particular) and explains how that band fell apart 
and then made various attempts at reuniting. He also examines 
his fraught relationship with the late Gram Parsons in both 
the Byrds and the Burrito Brothers, showing how an artist who 

has been deified became so maddening to work with that Hill-
man fired him from the latter band. Where others crashed and 
burned, Hillman has enjoyed a consistently productive career 
after returning to his roots in country and bluegrass, and he 
credits his strong Christian faith and a long, loving marriage for 
his stability. In recent years, he worked with the late Tom Petty 
as producer on his finest solo album and toured with former 
Byrds and country acolytes on a 50th anniversary celebration 
of the pivotal Sweetheart of the Rodeo album. Hillman also pays 
tribute to the many musicians close to him who have died. As 
he notes of himself as the last living Burrito Brother, “I’ve tried 
my best to keep the legacy alive and to keep it honest.” He does 
both in a manner that is never flashy but always steady.

A cleareyed, evenhanded tale from a pivotal figure in the 
development of country rock.

WE GATHER TOGETHER
A Nation Divided, a President 
in Turmoil, and a Historic 
Campaign To Embrace 
Gratitude and Grace
Kiernan, Denise
Dutton (288 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-0-593-18325-0  

Kiernan traces the history of the for-
malization of Thanksgiving Day while 

reframing the holiday’s sense of gratitude.
The author’s overarching concern is the timeless role 

of gratitude in the practice of thanksgiving days scattered 
throughout the year. Her main character is Sarah Josepha Hale 
(1788-1879), who, as a magazine editor, became “an influencer…
of fashion, manners, and the well-set table” as well as a force 
behind the publishing of such writers as Poe, Emerson, 
Hawthorne, and Whitman. In addition to penning “Mary Had 
a Little Lamb,” she displayed a singular passion in championing 
the making of Thanksgiving Day a national holiday. She 
believed that in bestowing federal stature upon Thanksgiving, 
the citizenry would experience “a grand spectacle of moral 
power and human happiness,” and she lobbied presidents 
to support her cause, beginning with Zachary Taylor. Hale 
emerges as an intriguing yet hardly revolutionary historical 
figure. “As tirelessly as Hale may have advocated, in action and 
voice, for women’s education and marital rights,” writes the 
author, “she stopped far short of being a suffragette. Hale would 
never lobby for the blanket rights of women.” Throughout, the 
author attempts to burnish Hale’s appeal, with mixed success. 

“Hope sprang eternal. Her pen would not rest,” writes Kiernan, 
emphasizing her subject’s ceaseless striving for “a coming day of 
thanks that would herald the virtue of gratitude in these cruel 
times.” As the author admits, Hale was a traditionalist who felt 
that “anarchy is worse than despotism. The final third of the 
book is the most interesting, as Kiernan engagingly explores 
the economic, political, and cultural roots and consequences 
of holiday practice, including the connections between 

A cleareyed, evenhanded tale from a pivotal 
figure in the development of country rock.

time between
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Thanksgiving and football (“never in her life would Hale have 
envisioned football being part of the national celebration”), war, 
pandemics, and relevant historical episodes such as the 1621 day 
of thanks between the Pilgrims and Wampanoag people.

Not as riveting as Kiernan’s previous books but still a 
bright tribute to Thanksgiving’s expression of gratitude and 
grace.

THE MUTANT PROJECT
Inside the Global Race To 
Genetically Modify Humans
Kirksey, Eben
St. Martin’s (304 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-250-26535-7  

Lucid study of recent efforts to alter 
the human gene to end hereditary dis-
eases, a project fraught with ethical and 
medical implications.

Kirksey, an anthropologist who is often called upon to speak 
to humanistic, rather than strictly biological, views of human 
nature, explores a most human problem: the use of the new 
CRISPR technology to alter genes to remove undesirable fea-
tures. “CRISPR is an enzyme that produces targeted mutagen-
esis,” he writes. “In other words, CRISPR generates mutants.” 
These mutants are not yet at the level of the famed X-Men, 
though they touch on a point in common. As Kirksey observes, 
the X-Men series “was created by two American Jewish men in 
1963 as a parable about civil rights.” And what of the civil rights 
of the gene-edited babies produced recently in a Chinese labo-
ratory? They have been carefully hidden away, for “the families 
desperately wanted to protect the identity of their children to 
prevent discriminatory treatment by society.” Kirksey’s primary 
narrative follows Jiankui He, the Chinese scientist responsible 
for the in vitro gene-edited procedure that produced a set of 
twins. Dr. He, a brilliant man who raised himself out of poverty 
through sheer effort, may have started with the best of inten-
tions, but the gene-editing enterprise quickly became a profit 
center snapped up by excited corporations. Editing, writes 
the author, may not be the best metaphor: “CRISPR is more 
like a tiny Reaper drone that can produce targeted damage to 
DNA,” sometimes hitting precisely and sometimes inadver-
tently destroying good cells on either side. Whatever the case, 
scientists are already looking at eliminating existing mutations, 

“from primordial dwarfism to obscure conditions like CAMRQ 
(cerebellar ataxia, intellectual disability, and dysequilibrium 
syndrome),” a business without visible end and, of course, avail-
able first to those with the greatest financial resources.

A readable, provocative look at biological tinkering that 
will doubtless shape the future, whether we like it or not.

IN THE LAND OF THE CYCLOPS
Knausgaard, Karl Ove
Trans. by Aitken, Martin & Burkey, Ingvild 
& Searls, Damion
$28.00  |  Archipelago (350 pp.) 
Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-939810-74-8  

The acclaimed author of the My 
Struggle series offers essays on fine art, 

classic literature, and his own work.
In this wide-ranging, sometimes labored collection, 

Knausgaard argues that art is at its most effective when it 
destabilizes our understanding of the world. Photos by Cindy 
Sherman that satirize the human body, for instance, grab the 
author’s attention because they spark the same “discomfort, 
nausea, anger” he experienced while working in a mental 
institution. Similarly, the moody, provocative black-and-white 
photos of Francesca Woodman reveal the “constraints of our 
culture and what they do to our identity” while Michel Houel-
lebecq’s novel Submission succeeds because it suggests how 
easily disillusioned people might accept political upheaval, 
asking “What does it mean to be a human being without faith?” 
Knausgaard approaches his subjects indirectly, often bemus-
ingly so. (How did we get from the northern lights to Roberto 
Bolaño’s 2666?) The throughline is the author’s keen, almost 
anxious urge to understand the artistic mind. He is fascinated 
by Ingmar Bergman’s workbooks, how a simple jotting can 
expand into a classic film like Fanny and Alexander, and how 
Knut Hamsun’s sensibility shifted over time. Knausgaard also 
gives his own work close scrutiny, celebrating the crucial role 
of editors and sounding boards in supporting his work and 
psyche—he reports that he read every word of My Struggle, 
some 5,000 pages, to a friend over the phone—and letting fly 
at narrow-minded critics who “can’t handle ambiguity.” The 
book’s three translators all reckon with the author’s rhetori-
cal switchbacks and run-on sentences with admirable grace, 
though Knausgaard is at his best with a wide canvas. These 
pieces at times feel compressed and fussy, lacking some of the 
considered grace of his Seasons Quartet or the essayistic lon-
gueurs of My Struggle.

Knausgaard’s intelligence is on full display here, if some-
times in strained ways.

FREEDOM FROM THE MARKET
America’s Fight To Liberate 
Itself From the Grip of the 
Invisible Hand
Konczal, Mike
The New Press (256 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-62097-537-4  

An economic manifesto on behalf 
of the 99% poorly served by the present 
economy.
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As economist and journalist Konczal rightly notes, the 
idea, courtesy of Milton Friedman, that financial markets are 
self-regulating and that business should take care of business 
has meant undue hardship for most consumers. Countered 
by a movement of people, especially younger ones, who are 

“hungry to reclaim a world outside the market,” the Friedman-
esque mantra is increasingly giving way to a different view: 
Government is understood not to be a bystander in the 
economy but instead the provider of key services that are now 
seen as profit centers, including health insurance and education. 
Market dependency contributes to unfreedom while placing 
limits and regulations on capitalism enhances freedom. It’s 
a thoughtful rebuke to “glib libertarian fantasies,” though 
of course libertarians will decry Konczal’s prescriptions as 
socialistic. Early on, the author urges that private enterprises 
be removed from the health care market, whose resources are 
captured and kept out of the reach of those who most need 
health care. Conversely, as he observes, under the present 
economic regime, the “public” has been removed from public 
utilities, public lands, and public enterprises in favor of an ever 
smaller elite. This scenario flies in the face of a history that 
has included such transformative moments as the passage of 
the Homestead Act, which transferred 10% of public lands to 
smallholder ownership, and the social insurance program that 
provided pensions to Civil War veterans and, by 1910, “delivered 
benefits to more than 25 percent of all American men over 
sixty-five, accounting for a quarter of the federal government’s 
expenditures.” Demands for economic reform have been 
manifested in such things as the eight-hour workday, proving 
that regulatory limits can work and offering hope for those 

“people fighting to take back their lives from the market.”
For readers inclined toward democratic socialism, this is 

a valuable source of support.

HOW TO SLOWLY KILL 
YOURSELF AND OTHERS 
IN AMERICA
Essays
Laymon, Kiese
Scribner (176 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-982170-82-0  

Potent essays on the toxicity of 
racism.

Revised and expanded from its origi-
nal publication in 2013, this collection of forthright, spirited 
essays (six are new) moves back and forth among Jackson, Mis-
sissippi, where Laymon was born and grew up; Oberlin, where 
he completed college; Indiana, where he was awarded a fellow-
ship in the creative writing program; Poughkeepsie, New York, 
where, for 14 years, he taught at Vassar; and Oxford, Mississippi, 
where he became the Grisham Writer in Residence at the Uni-
versity of Mississippi and where he now teaches. Taking varied 
forms, such as emails and letters, the collection, occasionally 
uneven, is never less than impassioned on matters of race, 

identity, and injustice. “I am a Black Mississippian,” Laymon 
declares. “I am a Black American. I pledge to never be passive, 
patriotic, or grateful in the face of American abuse. I pledge 
to always thoughtfully bite the self-righteous American hand 
that thinks it’s feeding us.” The author also pays homage to the 

“weird women warriors” who raised him: his grandmother, who 
buoyed his faith in himself, and his mother, who drilled into him 

“to never ever forget I was born on parole, which means no black 
hoodies in wrong neighborhoods, no jogging at night, hands in 
plain sight at all times in public, no intimate relationships with 
white women, never driving over the speed limit,” and, most 
crucially, “always remembering that no matter what, the worst 
of white folks will do anything to get you.” As a beginning writer, 
Laymon became disillusioned after an editor insisted that “Real 
Black writers make the racial, class, gender, and sexual politics 
of their work implicit. Very implicit. The age of the ‘race narra-
tive’ is over, bro.” Determined to prove him wrong, the author 
makes these themes undeniably explicit, arguing for a culture 
that achieves what a professor acquaintance called “a principled 
and sustainable paradigm shift and nothing less.” Read this one, 
and then go back to Laymon’s remarkable memoir, Heavy.

A timely and disquieting contribution to urgent conver-
sations about race.

EXTRATERRESTRIAL
The First Sign of Intelligent 
Life Beyond Earth
Loeb, Avi
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (240 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jan. 26, 2021
978-0-358-27814-6  

Have we been visited by aliens?
Harvard astronomer Loeb believes 

we have, basing his assertion on “evi-
dence…collected over eleven days, start-

ing on October 19, 2017,” at a Hawaiian observatory. That’s 
when the author, the director of the Black Hole Initiative and 
the Institute for Theory and Computation, and his fellow scien-
tists unexpectedly observed the “first known interstellar visitor.” 
It was a small object: “highly luminous, oddly tumbling, with 
a 91 percent probability of being disk-shaped.” Moving roughly 
58,900 miles per second, it “passed through our solar system 
and, without visible outgassing, smoothly accelerated from 
a path that deviated from the force of the sun’s gravity alone.” 
Loeb and his colleagues named it “Oumuamua,” a Hawaiian 
word that roughly translates to scout. Though the scientific 
debate continues, writes the author, “the likelihood of scien-
tists ever observing demonstrable proof is very remote.” Loeb 
meticulously analyzes the evidence they have so far: No “con-
firmed interstellar object had ever been observed in our solar 
system,” and it wasn’t a comet or asteroid. Further research 
revealed that it rotated every eight hours and was approxi-
mately 100 yards long and less than 10 yards wide. Its unique, 

“smooth and steady” acceleration and deviation from the sun 
led the author to a hypothesis that charmed the media but 

A timely and disquieting contribution to 
urgent conversations about race.

how to slowly kill yourself and others in america



generated “intense controversy and pushback” from other sci-
entists. Loeb also delves into the object’s spin rate, unchanging 
rotation, and the possibility that it might be another civiliza-
tion’s space hardware. After all, we’ve been “junking-up” space 
for years. Loeb issues a clarion call for a team of astro-archaeol-
ogists to increase research into possible alien life; unfortunately, 
the “conservative scientific community” has always fought 
against such research. It’s hard to argue with the author’s claim 
that it’s the “height of arrogance to contend that we are unique,” 
and he even speculates that life on Earth may be of Martian or 
interstellar origin.

A tantalizing, probing inquiry into the possibilities of 
alien life.

PRISONERS OF HISTORY
What Monuments to World 
War II Tell Us About Our 
History and Ourselves
Lowe, Keith
St. Martin’s (368 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Dec. 8, 2020
978-1-250-23502-2  

The stories behind national monu-
ments around the world, but definitely not 
a travel book.

Lowe divides his 25 chapters into five categories: heroes, 
martyrs, villains, destruction, and rebirth. He emphasizes how 
many show that “every society deceives itself that its values 
are eternal.” However, he continues, “when the world changes, 
our monuments—and the values that they represent—remain 
frozen in time.” Most readers will recognize the Arlington, 
Virginia, memorial of Marines raising the American flag at 
Iwo Jima, a replica of the famous photograph. They may not 
recognize The Motherland Calls! a colossal female figure rep-
resenting Mother Russia, sword raised, beckoning her chil-
dren to fight. Nearly twice as tall as the Statue of Liberty and 
absurdly grandiose anywhere else, it’s appropriate to celebrate 
the titanic 1942 Battle of Stalingrad. Lowe’s “villain” examples 
may rightly raise some hackles. Germany and Japan commit-
ted unspeakable atrocities, but only postwar Germany han-
dled the guilt properly by apologizing continually and never 
making excuses. When pressed, Japan’s leaders express regret, 
but, unlike the case with Germany, many of her neighbors do 
not forgive her. Readers may fume at Lowe’s account of the 
Yasukuni Shrine in Tokyo, a memorial to war dead, including 
its convicted war criminals, and even to the Kenpeitai, the 
brutal Japanese Gestapo. Among monuments to destruction 
is the village of Oradour-sur-Glane in France, left vacant after 
the Nazis murdered its inhabitants. Japanese atomic bomb 
memorials vividly portray the horrors but treat the bombings 
as natural disasters similar to earthquakes, rarely mentioning 
more than abstract concepts such as war and suffering. Few 
monuments escape Lowe’s critical eye. For example, the mural 
adorning the U.N. Security Council Chamber in New York is 

“hopelessly dated” and even “cartoonish.” Other monuments 

of note include Auschwitz, Mussolini’s Tomb, and the Libera-
tion Route Europe.

Insightful accounts of memorials where there is usually 
more than meets the eye.

TOM SEAVER
A Terrific Life
Madden, Bill
Simon & Schuster (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 24, 2020
978-1-982136-18-5  

A vivid portrait of one of modern 
baseball’s legendary players.

Tom Seaver (1944-2020) was small as 
a boy but made up for it with both athlet-
icism and steely determination, drawing 

attention early. As veteran sportswriter Madden relates, a great 
training tool was that Seaver and a boyhood friend were each 
forbidden to leave their yards, so they had to throw straight to 
each other lest the game end. As a result, Seaver was already 
working on strikeouts at the age of 6. Modest and intellectu-
ally inclined—he and his teammates played bridge in the locker 
room to sharpen their minds—Seaver once said, “the thing 
I most appreciate about the game is that it is one of the few 
places left where a person like myself can show his individuality.” 
He certainly did that, and though team managers didn’t always 
treat him well or use him to best advantage, he raised the aver-
age for every one of his teams. Madden’s account centers on 
Seaver’s chase to accumulate 300 wins, which put him in the 
highest stratosphere of pitchers. On the infrequent occasions 
when he had a bad game or, more rarely, a bad season, he was 
fully willing to shoulder blame. As he said of a performance-
related pay cut by his beloved New York Mets in 1974, “they 
paid me a good amount of money last year, and I didn’t pitch 
up that amount.” The year may not have been much, but look at 
1971 and 1975, Madden suggests, and all can be forgiven. Seaver’s 
decline to Lyme disease–related dementia resulted in an embar-
rassing episode or two and, eventually, a tragic inability to rec-
ognize his fellow Hall of Famers, but the 12-time All-Star and 
three-time Cy Young Award winner made a brave effort. The 
author’s cutting conclusion is perfect: Tom Brady tried to pat-
ent the phrase but was roundly rejected, for “there was, and 
always will be, only one Tom Terrific.”

A fitting tribute to a great, memorable pitcher.
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MANTEL PIECES 
Royal Bodies and 
Other Writing From the 
London Review of Books
Mantel, Hilary
Fourth Estate (352 pp.)
$26.99  |  Oct. 1, 2020
978-0-00-842997-3

Adroit essays from the two-time 
Man Booker Prize–winning novelist.

From the late 1980s, Mantel has con-
tributed reviews, essays, and memoirs to 

the London Review of Books on topics that range from Madonna 
to Robespierre, from playwright John Osborne’s “ferociously 
sulky” memoir to the cult of the Virgin Mary, and including a 
hefty dose of the Tudors. Interspersed with the essays are ephem-
era: brief letters to the journal’s doting editors, especially Mary-
Kay Wilmers, to whom Mantel once confessed having “critic’s 
block”; postcards, emails (her own email address is redacted); 
and covers of the LRB that announce her contributions. The col-
lection, then, serves as much as a display of Mantel’s shrewd eye 
and stylish prose as a testimony to her long, fruitful association 
with the LRB. Her reviews are capacious, erudite, well informed, 
and exacting. “To accept an untruth, to assent to a lazy version 
of history, is not just negligent but immoral,” she writes in praise 
of Charles Nicoll’s book on the death of Christopher Marlowe. 
Likewise, she sees in historian John Demos’ work about a woman 
taken captive by Mohawks “an exercise in scrupulous scholar-
ship and imaginative sympathy.” Admitting a “penchant for 
regicides,” malice, and a bit of gore, Mantel has been drawn to 
books on the doomed and the damned: Marie Antoinette, Jane 
Boleyn, Georges-Jacques Danton, and Helen Duncan, a woman 
condemned for witchcraft in Britain in 1944. Besides being a 
revelatory examination of class, desire, and the phenomenon of 
spiritualism, Malcolm Gaskill’s book on Duncan, Mantel writes, 

“is also in a wider sense an inquiry into ‘how we know the things 
we know’ and how what we can know or choose to know is cir-
cumscribed by our culture.” That inquiry, of course, underlays her 
own forays into the past, including her memories: first meeting 
her stepfather, living in Saudi Arabia for several years, and suffer-
ing hallucinations after protracted recovery from surgery.

A captivating collection.

THE CASE AGAINST 
GEORGE W. BUSH
Markoff, Steven C.
Rare Bird Books (356 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 13, 2020
978-1-64428-135-2  

A sharp prosecution against the for-
mer president for the disasters of 9/11 
and the Iraq War.

As Christopher Hitchens did with 
Henry Kissinger, so Markoff does with 

George W. Bush—without the literary flair, granted, but with 
every bit of the righteous indignation. In the manner of a pros-
ecuting attorney, Markoff serves a brief that enumerates three 
kinds of actionable offense. The first is that Bush was crimi-
nally negligent in ignoring intelligence, from the moment he 
entered office in January 2001, that terrorists were mounting an 
imminent assault on the U.S. homeland. By way of evidence, the 
collective body of which is drawn from 600 annotated sources, 
Markoff analyzes the 379 speeches Bush gave between his first 
inauguration and Sept. 10, 2001, to show that Al-Qaida and/
or Osama bin Laden turn up precisely zero times while Saddam 
Hussein, Iraq, and/or some combination of nuclear and chemical 
threats appear 143 times, oil another 41 times. “The numbers 
above,” writes the author, “seem at least close to courtroom 
proof that George W. Bush was far more interested in Hussein 
and Iraq’s oil than the risks to our country from Al-Qaida and 
bin Laden so often communicated to him.” Markoff ’s second 
charge is that Bush—no puppet of Dick Cheney’s or some other 
master, he insists, but instead “an enthusiastic participant”—
criminally wasted American blood and treasure in going to war 
with Iraq, at a direct cost of 4,400 American dead and $2 tril-
lion, to say nothing of American wounded and psychologically 
shattered, along with untold numbers of Iraqi casualties. Bush’s 
authorization of torture and rendition for torture constitutes 
the third charge. Throughout, Markoff restrains himself from 
hyperbole and rhetorical flourish, at least until the very end of 
the book, when he asks, pointedly, “Did he think he was above 
the law or did he care?” His answer, that we’ll likely never know, 
does not diminish his characterization of the offenses as “reck-
less, dishonest, and tragically unnecessary.”

A provocative, readable indictment for our time.

WINTERING
The Power of Rest and 
Retreat in Difficult Times
May, Katherine
Riverhead (256 pp.) 
$24.00  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-593-18948-1  

Winter offers a chance for renewal.
In an intimate meditation on solitude 

and transformation, English journalist, 
essayist, and fiction writer May reflects 

on changes that occur, in nature and in one’s sense of self, during 
the cold, dark season. Wintering, she writes, “is a fallow period 
in life when you’re cut off from the world, feeling rejected, side-
lined, blocked from progress, or cast into the role of an outsider.” 
The author homes in on one particular winter that began in 
September with her husband’s emergency appendectomy, which 
confronted her with the fragility of life and immanence of death. 
As the season progressed, she also was beset by ailments: ton-
sillitis during a trip to Iceland, debilitating stomach pain that 
required months of investigation, insomnia, depression, and 
bouts of anxiety. Chronicling the months from fall to the com-
ing of spring in March, the author shares her observations of the 



changes—migration, hibernation, and the dropping of leaves—
that seemed “a kind of alchemy, an enchantment performed by 
ordinary creatures to survive.” Like hibernating animals, May, 
too, found herself craving more sleep as the days became shorter. 
Instead of migrating to warmer climates, though, she traveled to 
see the aurora borealis, and she took a New Year’s swim in frigid 
water, experiences she found exhilarating. Interwoven with her 
observations of nature are myths, folktales, and children’s stories 
in which wintry landscapes often take on a magical quality. For 
May, winter is “a time for reflection and recuperation, for slow 
replenishment, for putting your house in order,” and for accept-
ing “the endless, unpredictable change that is the very essence of 
this life.” Readers enduring forced hibernation during the pan-
demic may find wise counsel from May: When “feeling the drag 
of winter, I began to treat myself like a favoured child: with kind-
ness and love,” eating and sleeping enough, and spending time 

“doing things that soothed me.”
A serene evocation of a dark season.

JAGGED LITTLE PILL
Morissette, Alanis with Cody, Diablo
Photos by Murphy, Matthew
Grand Central Publishing (224 pp.) 
$40.00  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-5387-3699-9  

The companion volume to the stage 
adaptation of Morissette’s Grammy-win-
ning album.

In 2019, fans of the 1995 megahit Jag-
ged Little Pill were blessed with a Broad-

way jukebox musical adaptation (the production premiered 
in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 2018). This complementary 
book, co-written by Morissette and screenwriter Cody, with 
photos by Murphy, vividly combines song lyrics and cast sto-
ries with bright collages, eye-catching imagery, and effectively 
captured stage photography from pre-pandemic performances 
in Manhattan. The musical follows the affluent Healy family: 
pill-popping mother Mary Jane; distant, workaholic father 
Steve; and teenage brother and sister Nick and Frankie. Nick 
is a Harvard-bound senior with an overinflated ego. Frankie, 
the adopted, bisexual, feminist Black daughter, emerges as the 
most politically charged character, thrust into a predominantly 
White community that’s not always racially tolerant. As hidden 
secrets, sexual assault, opioid dependency, denial, and youthful 
angst consume the family, lyrics to the album’s hits interweave 
through the narrative. Two resonant essays capture the essence 
of the drama: Cultural critic Rachel Syme expresses her high 
hopes that the book will provide a fitting place marker during 
the Covid-19 era while the theater is dark and the sets and props 
are “gathering dust, waiting for the day that the show can go on.” 
In her commentary, Morissette chronicles the album’s genesis 
and enduring relevance, and she remarks on how the production 
has impacted her on a personal healing level. The book provides 
a line-by-line script of the production along with behind-the-
scenes footnotes and directorial and cast commentary, resulting 

in a colorful assembly of art, music, and activist messaging. “I 
didn’t make it any easier by deciding the show would deal with 
the opioid epidemic, sexual assault, political activism, and reli-
gion,” writes Cody in the afterword. “This was not a dance-in-
the-aisles jukebox musical with a featherweight story; as much 
as I enjoy those shows, I wanted [this one] to be as real and pro-
vocative as the album that inspired it.”

A moving, well-rendered keepsake and a must-purchase 
for fans.

THE CROOKED PATH 
TO ABOLITION 
Abraham Lincoln and the 
Antislavery Constitution
Oakes, James
Norton (280 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-324-00585-8  

A superb analysis of how the Consti-
tution influenced the battle over slavery.

Although the Constitution is widely 
considered a sacred document, legal scholars disagree on what 
the various clauses mean, and activists denounce it as flawed by 
shameful racist compromises. Oakes agrees that the Founding 
Fathers did indeed compromise. However, he demonstrates that 
the end result was so sloppy that, before the Civil War, slavery 
supporters could claim that it protected their institution, and 
abolitionists had no doubt that it didn’t. For example, the Fifth 
Amendment states that no person may be deprived of life, lib-
erty, or property without due process. The Constitution refers to 
slaves as “persons,” but only abolitionists believed it. “Nowhere,” 
writes the author, “does the Constitution state that Congress 
cannot ‘interfere’ with slavery or abolition in a state, yet it was 
widely agreed that it could not.” The Constitution never men-
tions a right of “property in man” despite the assertion by Chief 
Justice Robert Taney in the 1857 Dred Scott decision that it does. 
Thus, the heated debate over slavery referred to principles absent 
from the text. Depending on one’s view, there existed a pro-slav-
ery Constitution and an anti-slavery Constitution. Despite a life-
long dislike of slavery, Lincoln gets low marks from activists for 
his statements on racial equality, but he was a practical politician 
who needed to appeal to a Republican Party that contained mem-
bers who were “thoroughgoing racial egalitarians.” “Others were 
unabashed racists in a way that Lincoln never was,” writes Oakes, 
who parses a complex topic with an impressive combination of 
deep insight and concision. Pressured during the famous 1858 
debates with Stephen Douglas, who claimed that Lincoln was 

“an advocate for racial ‘amalgamation,’ ” he backpedaled. Other 
scholars fault him for keeping abolitionists at arm’s length and 
look down their noses at the Emancipation Proclamation, which 
freed few slaves. However, Oakes persuasively shows how, from 
the moment Lincoln assumed office, he made it clear by both 
rhetoric and action that slavery was doomed.

Many books discuss Lincoln and abolition, but this is 
among the best.
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JOE BIDEN
The Life, the Run, and 
What Matters Now
Osnos, Evan
Scribner (192 pp.) 
$23.00  |  Oct. 27, 2020
978-1-982174-02-6  

A New Yorker staff writer profiles 
Joe Biden (b. 1942) as a historic election 
looms.

In this brief biography, National 
Book Award winner Osnos profiles the man who has “arrived 
at his season of history” in America’s most consequential presi-
dential campaign in decades. The author clearly admires his 
subject, though he oddly begins his account of the man who 
would be the oldest president in U.S. history with the aneu-
rysm Biden suffered in 1988. “Biden is seventy-seven years old,” 
writes Osnos, “and he looks thinner than he did six years ago, 
but not markedly so. He has parted with youth grudgingly.” The 
author takes us through several well-worn Biden themes: the 
tragic deaths of his first wife and daughter and son Beau; his 
stutter; controversial roles in the Clarence Thomas hearings 
and the 1994 crime bill; and tendency for candor and gaffes 
and being thoughtlessly affectionate toward women. Osnos 
also highlights some gems about which many readers would 
undoubtedly like to learn more—e.g., his early career as a public 
defender; “contempt for the corrupting glad-handing of Wash-
ington”; his hard work honing his oratory skills. Many readers 
will be intrigued by the author’s portrayal of Biden’s dynamics 
with Barack Obama. Biden insisted on being able to join what-
ever important meetings he chose to and, unlike many vice 
presidents, secured an office in the West Wing. The book con-
cludes with Biden’s plans for his presidency—not just policy, but 
also his commitment, after the horribly divisive Trump years, to 

“unify the nation” with “a language of healing.” Mostly drawn 
from the author’s New Yorker pieces, the text retains the feel 
of the originals, which occasionally detracts from the cohesion 
of the narrative. This book may age fast, but if you need a rapid 
and readable Biden briefing, it’s for you. 

An early political obituary or insights into the 46th 
president of the United States?

I JUST WANTED TO SAVE 
MY FAMILY
Pélissier, Stéphan with Champart, 
Cécile-Agnès
Trans. by Hunter, Adriana
Other Press (256 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-63542-018-0  

A French legal expert’s account of 
how efforts to rescue his Syrian refugee 
in-laws turned into a protracted legal and 

political nightmare.

Pélissier married his wife, Zena, in 2012, just as the conflict 
in her native Syria began to intensify. In 2013, while visiting her 
parents, the newlyweds discovered that war had forced them to 
move from the outskirts of Damascus to an area they believed 
was safer. Over the next two years, the family endured the 
kidnapping and imprisonment of Zena’s father, the rejection of 
their application for asylum in France, and a grueling journey 
involving smugglers that took them to Greece and almost cost 
them their lives. Desperation forced the family to contemplate 
using human traffickers again to get them into Italy. Unwilling 
to allow his in-laws to experience further trauma, Pélissier 
went to Greece in 2015 to take them back to France with him, 
knowing that French law would allow him to do so without 
punishment. Greek officials arrested the author and forced 
him to return home while his in-laws were forced to again use 
smugglers to help them get to France. In the years that followed, 
Pélissier and his wife battled to keep her family in their town 
only to be told everyone—including Zena’s now-ill father—
would be deported. In 2016, another town offered the family 
refugee status, but a year later, Pélissier became embroiled in 
a long, costly legal battle with the Greek government, which 
accused him of being a “human trafficker.” Both sobering and 
informative, this story of human suffering—which is told in 
both Pélissier’s voice and the voices of some of his relatives—
calls necessary attention to the brokenness of democratic 
legal systems and their terrifying inability to effectively handle 
ongoing humanitarian emergencies like the Syrian refugee crisis.

Eye-opening reading for anyone interested in learning 
more about refugees and their plights.

ONE LIFE
Rapinoe, Megan with Brockes, Emma
Penguin Press (240 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-984881-16-8  

The soccer superstar discusses her 
life on and off the field and how she has 
used celebrity in the service of social 
justice.

Rapinoe grew up in “an athletic fam-
ily” in small-town Northern California. 

Early in childhood, she and her identical twin, Rachael, revealed 
exceptional physical gifts. Both began playing soccer on a boys 
team at age 6 and quickly overshadowed peers with their “instinc-
tive hand-eye coordination and physical fearlessness.” Later, they 
played on an all-female team their father created until both were 
selected to join a bigger, more competitive one in Sacramento. As 
their soccer skills developed, the sisters discovered a passion for 
justice of all kinds. “My sister and I have this in common: noth-
ing riles us up more than bullying, cheating, unfairness,” writes 
the author. Eventually, this passion for social justice became the 
cornerstone of Rapinoe’s stances on such issues as LGBTQ+ 
rights, pay equity in sports, and the Black Lives Matter move-
ment. When the author reached college in 2004, she surpassed 
Rachael as an athlete and received an invitation to play in the 



FIFA Under-19 Women’s World Championship in Thailand. In 
2006, she joined the U.S. national team as the “youngest and least 
experienced player.” A major knee injury put her out of conten-
tion for the 2008 Olympic team but also taught her the meaning 
of patience and humility. After college, she turned professional 
and, in 2012, publicly came out as a lesbian. After a World Cup vic-
tory in 2015, Rapinoe became a vocal advocate for pay increases 
for female athletes, and in 2016, she took a knee to protest racial 
injustice. This candid memoir about an outspoken White athlete 
who has consciously “extend[ed] [her] privilege” to those mar-
ginalized people both in and out of the sporting world is sure to 
engage general audiences and soccer fans alike.

An inspiring memoir that will thrill soccer fans as well as 
social justice activists.

WE CALLED IT A WAR
Shriver, Sargent
Ed. by David E. Birenbaum
RosettaBooks (348 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Jan. 26, 2021
978-1-948122-67-2  

A lost memoir from the man behind 
the 1960s War on Poverty, offering a 
close-up look at its moving parts.

At the time, Shriver was one of John 
F. Kennedy’s favorite appointees, and he 

was just beginning to recover from the assassination of a man who 
filled many roles in his life: boss, friend, brother-in-law. Apprecia-
tive of the way Shriver oversaw the Peace Corps, the new president, 
Lyndon Johnson, gave him a formidable task: Defeat poverty. Thus 
begins this book, penned some 50 years ago and stashed away in 
a box. In a narrative edited by attorney Birenbaum, Shriver pro-
vides painstaking details of how a hardworking negotiator and 
administrator charmed Republicans and Southern Democrats 
and hammered out the many elements of the War on Poverty, the 
centerpiece of Johnson’s Great Society. It’s easy to admire Shriver 
while wishing this noble effort had a little more verve. The dra-
matic episodes, including the Newark and Detroit riots of 1967, 
are among the shortest in the book—although Shriver uses them 
adeptly to demonstrate how the urban unrest left both sides of the 
war debate unhappy: liberals, who felt not enough money had been 
appropriated; and conservatives, who argued that the rhetoric sur-
rounding the war fomented violence. While it feels unfair to take 
to task the man behind Head Start, Job Corps, and other signifi-
cant social and economic programs, the text becomes a tiresome 
journey that leaves no bureaucratic “i” undotted. The main tension 
in the book involves the conflict between Shriver’s ideals and the 
bear trap that would eat Johnson alive: the Vietnam War. Despite 
this outsized guns-or-butter dilemma, many War on Poverty ini-
tiatives outlasted Johnson—and many were dismantled by Reagan. 
Though there is useful information here for scholars to further 
analyze, readers looking for a livelier story should try Scott Stos-
sel’s epic biography Sarge (2004).

An accomplished idealist leaves us with a slog of a 
memoir.

LIGHTNING FLOWERS 
My Journey To Uncover 
the Cost of Saving a 
Life
Standefer, Katherine E.
Little, Brown Spark (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-0-316-45036-2  

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.
Beginning in 2007, writes Standefer, her younger sister 

began to suffer multiple bouts of cardiac arrest. She was 
diagnosed with “congenital long QT syndrome,” a condition 
that causes the heart to electrically misfire, and she had a 
cardioverter defibrillator implanted and tried to resume her 
life. Later, the author discovered that she also had LQTS, and 
her own world turned upside down as she realized she also 
needed an implant—or face the uncertainty of not knowing 
when she might go into cardiac arrest. In this moving, empa-
thetic memoir spanning multiple years, Standefer shares her 
fears and concerns, especially regarding the manufacture 
of the implant and whether the cost of making the device 
equaled the value of its ability to save her own life. She trav-
eled to Madagascar and Rwanda, where the metals used in 
the defibrillator were mined. “For years,” she writes, “I tried 
to calculate whether an implanted cardiac defibrillator was 
worth the cost of its creation….I added up the village remov-
als, the forests half cut and finally bulldozed….I tallied the 
tailing ponds, the humming forests devoid of humans, the 
humans beside them desperate for work. The women kept as 
sex slaves in the mining slums.” The author also writes about 
her desire for intimacy with her long-term boyfriend and 
the effects that her condition had on their relationship. She 
intertwines passages about hiking and rock-climbing adven-
tures with her research on LQTS, creating a nice balance 
between the difficult medical aspects of her new life and the 
excursions in nature that she still enjoys. 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 personal and brave accounting of a medical 
battle and the countless hidden costs of health care.
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IRL
Finding Realness, Meaning, 
and Belonging in Our Digital 
Lives
Stedman, Chris
Broadleaf Books (336 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Oct. 20, 2020
978-1-5064-6351-3  

With the pandemic having moved so 
many of our “real life” activities online, 
here’s a relevant investigation into what 

it means to be “real” in virtual space.
Can online platforms help us find true connection? Sted-

man is a natural guide to the complex world of digital tools that 
can help us map out our lives and teach us how to be human. 
Born in 1987, the author never knew life without the internet. 
His background as a queer “humanist community organizer” 
and atheist representative in interfaith groups shapes his world-
view, which is inclusive and always questioning. Stedman chal-
lenges the conventional notion that a life lived primarily on 
social media is necessarily superficial or less “authentic” than 
so-called “real life.” Chronicling his experiences with gamers 
and “furries” (“people who create and sometimes play out ani-
mal alter egos”), among other specific social communities, the 
author explores how technology can help marginalized and/or 
geographically remote people connect. His personal history 
confirms this idea: As a closeted gay teenager, Stedman found 
crucial support online. While it’s true that privileged people 
can colonize digital landscapes by co-opting memes and slang 
from people of color and other marginalized communities, at 
their best, social networks can enable disempowered people to 
document their lives and grow movements such as Black Lives 
Matter. Social media, though often overrun with “cries for help 
or attention, and the parade of personal successes,” can also 
function as an avenue for personal growth. Digital life gives us a 
space to reimagine ourselves and play with our identities. Sted-
man is vigilant about citing scholarly texts to support his argu-
ments, but he ties academic theories to experiences by relating 
stories from his personal life—even if “social media has shown 
me more clearly the importance of keeping some things pri-
vate.” In fact, “if we want to feel real in the digital age, we need 
to make a habit of disconnecting” periodically for “perspective 
taking.”

A handy user’s manual for leading an online life full of 
meaning and connection.

BREATH TAKING
The Power, Fragility, and 
Future of Our Extraordinary 
Lungs
Stephen, Michael J.
Atlantic Monthly (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-0-8021-4931-2  

Brains and hearts preoccupy science 
writers, so this rare exploration of lungs 
fills a need.

Pulmonologist Stephen cannot conceal his enthusiasm 
for his favorite organ as he mixes evolution, medical history, 
autobiography, and vivid stories of patients with a skillful 
account of how lungs operate and how we might take better 
care of them. Latecomers on the evolutionary scene, lungs 
arrived well after hearts and brains, when fish began leaving the 
ocean about 400 million years ago. They have a dual purpose: 

“bringing oxygen in while keeping everything else out. The 
latter objective is almost impossible…since we take more than 
fifteen thousand breaths a day.” Along with life-giving oxygen, 
we inhale waste from factories, vehicles, heating systems, 
stoves, farms, and construction sites; we also sometimes add 
toxins that make us feel good. Heart disease and cancer have 
been declining for decades in the U.S. “In 2008,” writes the 
author, “respiratory diseases in the United States for the first 
time replaced stroke as the third-deadliest disease.” Stephen’s 
expert review of his field’s diseases reveals that lung cancer 
remains by far the deadliest malignancy. Almost universal in 
the 19th century and nearly conquered in the 20th, tuberculosis 
is on the rise and resistant to most antibiotics. Allergies and 
asthma make up an ongoing epidemic while lung transplants, 
miraculous when they succeed, are still a work in progress. “The 
greatest medical story never told” may be that of cystic fibrosis: 
Before World War II, it was fatal in infancy, but a cure is on the 
horizon. CF, he writes, “brings together the three main themes 
of this book—the central importance of the lungs, the courage 
of patients afflicted by a devastating illness, and the importance 
of hard work, intelligent observation, and collaboration in the 
advancement of medical science.” Stephen manages to include 
Covid-19 but mostly as a lesson in how it spreads; masks help. 
Regarding yoga, mindfulness, and breathing exercises, the 
author delivers unimpressive studies but inspiring anecdotes.

Valuable popular science.



WHITE FREEDOM
The Racial History of an Idea
Stovall, Tyler
Princeton Univ.  (336 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-0-691-17946-9  

Historical examination of how, since 
the Enlightenment, ideas of freedom 
in the U.S. and France have been inter-
twined with race.

“White freedom,” writes Stovall, a 
professor of history at Fordham, is “the belief (and practice) 
that freedom is central to white racial identity, and that only 
white people can or should be free.” The author tracks this 
concept in France and the U.S. from the French Revolution and 
the creation of the U.S. Constitution to the official end of the 
Cold War, supplementing the historical and political account 
with relevant material in the areas of art, music, and literature. 
After opening chapters on pirates and children as examples of 

“savage freedom” in literature and law—as well as the changing 
interpretations of the meaning of the Statue of Liberty, from 
anti-slavery to pro-immigration—Stovall moves chronologi-
cally, covering ideas of White freedom implicit in the American, 
French, and Haitian revolutions; industrialization, imperialism, 
and modernity; and the world wars. In his intellectual archae-
ology, the author neither excuses nor cancels historical racism. 
The author concludes with challenges to White freedom in the 
name of “universal freedom,” including anti-colonial struggles, 
feminism, and the civil rights movement. While noting that 
these movements have not completely triumphed, they have 
successfully reoriented the debate from challenging White 
freedom to fulfilling the promise of universal freedom. The 
international and Francophone orientation is distinctive among 
progressive histories and Whiteness studies. Although academ-
ically grounded, the author avoids extended disputes with other 
scholars. Each chapter has a preface and conclusion, as does the 
book itself, so Stovall often announces his intentions and the 
completion of each intention. This structure may put off some 
nonscholarly readers, but the frame successfully holds together 
a complex argument and a wide range of sources and examples, 
from Rousseau and The Magic Flute to Trump and Brexit.

This cogent study of ideas of race and freedom has 
added relevance and crossover potential in today’s political 
landscape.

WORK 
A Deep History, From 
the Stone Age to the 
Age of Robots
Suzman, James 
Penguin Press (384 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-0-525-56175-0  

An essential feature of our lives 
receives an ingenious analysis.

All living organisms expend energy 
(i.e., work), but humans have transformed this with spectacular 
creativity that began with stone tools and led to cities, nations, 
and networks of energy-hungry machines. Anthropologists spe-
cialize in describing this process, and Suzman delivers a delight-
ful account of their findings without ignoring the occasions 
when colleagues missed the boat. For more than 1 million years, 
our ancestors’ major tool was a crude, difficult-to-manipulate 
chipped-rock hand ax. Gathering food undoubtedly required 
its use, but that was also a laborious process. Gorillas eat 15% 
of their body weight per day and spend half their waking hours 
foraging; human today eat 2% to 3% thanks to fire, man’s great-
est labor-saving invention. Cooking vastly concentrates food 
energy, so evolution shrank our jaws, teeth, and guts and grew 
our brains. Experts once taught that hunter-gatherers led 
exhausting lives on the edge of starvation. Then studies revealed 
that they didn’t work hard and ate better than cultures that fol-
lowed. Once agriculture developed, work became grueling but 
produced quantities of poorer quality food that supported cit-
ies, cultures, governments, and innumerable trades. Animals 
provided almost all human nonfood energy until the 18th cen-
tury, when the Industrial Revolution produced an explosion of 
power for industry and transportation. In the early 19th cen-
tury, electricity transformed domestic life. The 20th-century 
computer revolution assumed much of human brain work, and 
21st-century artificial intelligence has upset many observers 
who conclude “that not only were robots already queuing at the 
factory gates but that they had fixed their beady little robot-
eyes on nearly half of all existing jobs.” Ironically, as Suzman 
demonstrates near the end of this educative and entertaining 
book, this energy bonanza has not led to the life of leisure that 
futurists predicted. In the U.S., working hours have actually 
increased, and technology’s profits mostly enrich a small minor-
ity who already enjoy a high income.

A fascinating history of humankind as a consumer of 
energy.
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MOZART
The Reign of Love
Swafford, Jan
Harper/HarperCollins (832 pp.) 
$40.00  |  Dec. 8, 2020
978-0-06-243357-2  

The prodigious career of a musical 
icon.

Composer and biographer Swaf-
ford brings expertise and insight to bear 
on a comprehensive, animated life of 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791). Debunking a romanti-
cized image of Mozart as a tormented artist, the author por-
trays a “jolly and informal” man with a “boundless appetite for 
pleasure.” Drawing on many previous biographies, along with 
Mozart’s published letters, Swafford offers a thorough analysis 
of Mozart’s overwhelming oeuvre—symphonies, masses, sacred 
music, chamber music, concertos, and operas that include The 
Marriage of Figaro, Don Giovanni, and The Magic Flute. Readers 
already familiar with Mozart’s music and musical terms will 
be rewarded by Swafford’s sprightly analyses; others may feel 
at sea, even with the help of an appendix explaining musical 
forms in Mozart’s time. As many readers know, Mozart was a 
prodigy, playing the clavier and composing when he was 5 and 
giving concerts at 6. By the time he was 11, Mozart was famous 
throughout Europe. His manipulative, domineering father 
hoped that the boy’s genius would be the family’s enduring 
meal ticket. Although Swafford supports his contention that 
Mozart was a happy man and a devoted, loving husband, he 
concedes, too, that the composer could assume “a posture of 
superiority” and sometimes became overcome with “exagger-
ated paranoia.” Despite being prolific (Mozart wrote once to his 
sister “that he composed as easily as a sow piddles”), his efforts 
were not always acclaimed: “He is a great master, ran the usual 
critical line, but he cannot restrain his overweening imagina-
tion, his chilly intellectualism, his too many notes.” Often short 
of money to fulfill his desires “to live in a fine apartment and 
to buy the best piano and best billiard table, and the grandest 
clothes,” he worked tirelessly, managing hectic demands with 

“a surfeit of brilliance, fearlessness, and energy.” Swafford deftly 
captures that brilliance in a challenging narrative that is sure to 
thrill classical music fans but will leave many general readers in 
the dark.

An admiring, authoritative biography.

HIS HOLINESS THE 
FOURTEENTH DALAI LAMA
An Illustrated Biography
Tethong, Tenzin Geyche with 
Pemmaraju, Gautam
Interlink (352 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Nov. 1, 2020
978-1-62371-877-0  

A handsomely illustrated look back at 
the remarkable journey of the 14th Dalai 
Lama of Tibet, Tenzin Gyatso (b. 1935).

Tethong has been part of the Dalai Lama’s personal office 
since the author arrived in Dharamsala, where Gyatso was in 
exile, in 1963, and he has worked as the Dalai Lama’s transla-
tor and private secretary for four decades, retiring in 2006. 
The author offers a succinct history of Buddhism in Tibet up 
to the leader’s exile in 1959 and the worldwide institutions 
and support he and his entourage have created since. Because 
he has been the Dalai Lama’s constant companion, Tethong 
is able to document his prodigious work over the years—e.g., 
consistent political action, global travels and meetings with 
heads of state, and ambitious initiatives in education—all 
in service of garnering support for the Tibetan fight against 
China’s authoritarian control. Via personal testimony and 
stunning, rarely seen photographs, Tethong chronicles the 
remarkable journey of a man who has led by example with 
kindness and empathy. Chosen by a search committee in 1939 
when he was barely 4 years old, the boy and his extensive 
family relocated to Lhasa so he could be schooled and trained 
at the monastery. He was officially enthroned in 1940; with 
growing Chinese aggression by 1950, he was appointed the 
temporal leader of an embattled nation at age 15. The 1989 
Nobel Peace Prize was only one affirmation of the world’s 
recognition of and admiration for his peaceful resistance to 
the occupation of Tibet. Tethong, obviously a great admirer 
of his subject, gushes that he has been voted one of the most 
respected world leaders—“an incredible feat for a Tibetan 
leader”—but the portrait doesn’t suffer from the author’s 
abundant enthusiasm.

A fluid work that effectively honors a gentle, compas-
sionate teacher and writer. A good choice for libraries and 
classrooms.
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THE NINE LIVES OF PAKISTAN
Dispatches From a 
Precarious State
Walsh, Declan
Norton (352 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-0-393-24991-0  

Working back from when he was 
mysteriously expelled from Pakistan in 
2013, journalist Walsh portrays the par-
oxysms that regularly grip this troubled 

country.
From 2004 to 2013, the author lived in Pakistan as a jour-

nalist for the Guardian and then the New York Times, and he 
witnessed numerous tumultuous changes within the country, 
which has been ruled by the military for a large part of its his-
tory since the Partition from India in 1947. Relations between 
the countries soured, and Pakistan has been mired in corrup-
tion and violence for decades—a situation at odds with its name, 
which means “Land of the Pure.” Pakistan was in the global 
spotlight during Benazir Bhutto’s two terms as prime minister 
(1988-1990 and 1993-1996), but the nation’s “fairy tale” period 
devolved after lurid revelations of her family’s freewheeling 
corruption, and she was assassinated in 2007. After 9/11, Paki-
stan was excoriated by the Bush administration for harboring 
Taliban refugees and jihadi terrorists, in particular Osama bin 
Laden. In search of the country’s profound sense of contra-
diction (“the cruel, ugly and downright terrifying side of Paki-
stan”), Walsh diligently investigates the character of a variety of 
relevant individuals, including Pakistan’s founder, Muhammad 
Ali Jinnah, who, “fearing Hindu domination, sought to create 
a Muslim homeland”; a fundamentalist who directed a “Waco-
style siege in the heart of sleepy Islamabad,” spouting jihadi slo-
gans; Asma Jahangir, the “doyenne of Pakistan’s human rights 
movement” who met the ruling generals head-on; and business-
man and liberal politician Salmaan Taseer, who was assassinated 
for supporting a persecuted Christian woman’s cause. Walsh 
also digs intriguingly into the mystery of the insurgencies that 
persistently plague the province of Balochistan. In 2018, an ex-
spy finally revealed to the author why he was actually expelled. 
Some readers may wish for an epilogue or afterword that brings 
the story up to the present, but overall, this is a well-written, 
journalistically sound report.

A dogged reporter and fluid writer offers a glimpse inside 
a seemingly impenetrable country, a “land of broken maps.”

THE COMPLEAT VICTORY
Saratoga and the 
American Revolution
Weddle, Kevin
Oxford Univ.  (336 pp.) 
$34.95  |  Feb. 15, 2021
978-0-19-533140-0  

A comprehensive study of the Sara-
toga Campaign of 1777.

The Battle of Saratoga, which took 
place over three weeks, was really a series 

of two large battles and many smaller engagements along the 
Hudson River north of Albany, New York. As Weddle, a for-
mer Army officer who teaches at the Army War College, shows, 
the outcome was a stinging defeat for the British, whose com-
mander, John Burgoyne, had not long before humiliated the 
American defenders of Fort Ticonderoga. The Continental 
Army was, in the view of the British, a ragtag affair. However, 
by the time of Saratoga, the Northern Army, headed by Hora-
tio Gates, consisted of seasoned soldiers and “a depth of strong 
leadership in many outstanding field officers and junior general 
officers.” Perhaps the best of them, writes Weddle in a narra-
tive rich in strategic analysis, was Benedict Arnold, a complex 
character whose name would later be a byword for treachery. At 
Saratoga, he proved himself a brilliant tactician with a brittle 
disposition, certain that he was being slighted by not being 
placed higher in the chain of command and so dismissive of 
Gates that, by the time of the fighting, the two were not speak-
ing and communicated only by letter. Badly wounded in the 
Battle of Bemis Heights, Arnold nonetheless performed bravely 
even though formally relieved of command. So did units such as 
Daniel Morgan’s frontier riflemen, who poured lethal firepower 
with muskets that were “highly accurate to 200 yards.” For his 
part, Burgoyne had counted on the support of loyalists but dis-
covered that most in the region “wished to observe complete 
neutrality,” even as he had trouble coordinating with detach-
ments of Native allies. In the end, Burgoyne surrendered 6,000 
soldiers, the second-largest British army in North America, 
though under terms that, strictly read, allowed those 6,000 to 
sail home only to be replaced by 6,000 fresh troops, for “despite 
all his disadvantages, Burgoyne had out-negotiated Gates.”

A significant contribution to the military history of the 
Revolutionary War.
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A dogged reporter and fluid writer offers a glimpse 
inside a seemingly impenetrable country.

the nine lives of pakistan



7 0   |   1 5  o c t o b e r  2 0 2 0   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

THE BLACK CIVIL 
WAR SOLDIER 
A Visual History of 
Conflict and Citizenship
Willis, Deborah
New York Univ.  (240 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Jan. 26, 2021
978-1-4798-0900-4  

Documentary survey of the last days 
of slavery and the Black troops who helped end it.

At the beginning, MacArthur fellow Willis, the director of 
the NYU Institute for African American Affairs and the Center 
for Black Visual Culture, observes that “the photograph became 
the mechanical visual evidence that slavery existed, as did its 
resistance.” Memorable images abound in the historical catalog 
of American photography. First in the images of Black soldiers 
are cartes de visite, in which many are depicted standing ramrod 
straight with rifles in hand or seated with thoughtful, resolute 
looks on their faces. Though most soldiers couldn’t afford it, 
they proudly sent them home nonetheless. One such posed 
photograph is less formal though no less thoughtful, depicting 
65-year-old Nicholas Biddle, a Pennsylvania soldier wounded 
by a hurled brick while marching through pro-Confederate 
Baltimore—and thus earning the distinction of being the 
first soldier to be wounded in the Civil War. As Willis notes, 
thousands of Black soldiers served the Confederacy, mostly in 
ancillary positions. One she highlights was a young Mississippi 
man, enslaved from birth, who served alongside the son of his 
owner in battle until the hostilities ended, whereupon he was 
awarded a pension as a Confederate veteran. “The perplexing 
relationships between slave masters and enslaved soldiers 
reflect the mystery of the human condition in this period,” 
Willis writes. Otherwise, most of the photographs depicted 
free Black soldiers in Union uniforms, soldiers and sailors who 
fought in large numbers for the cause of abolition and national 
unity. That they had cause to do so is self-evident, though the 
point is driven home by the image of “Whipped Peter,” a Union 
private who, while enslaved, had been scourged to the extent 
that he had horrific permanent welts on his back, providing 
a powerful symbol demanding an end to enslavement. The 
carefully constructed text, often incorporating letters and diary 
entries, is a winning complement to this superb collection of 
documentary images.

Essential to any Civil War collection and a book that 
invites rereading.

THIS ONE WILD AND 
PRECIOUS LIFE
The Path Back to Connection 
in a Fractured World
Wilson, Sarah
Dey Street/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Dec. 29, 2020
978-0-06-296297-3  

An earnest pastiche of political theo-
rizing, travel memoir, and environmental 

exhortation that attempts to encourage readers to act construc-
tively in an increasingly disconnected world.

The former editor of Cosmopolitan Australia and author 
of I Quit Sugar and its many sequels confronts the “itch” she 
feels as a result of a world beset by climate change, Covid-19, 
and the consequences of neoliberalism. She has made a good 
faith effort to integrate the changes wrought on the world by 
the coronavirus into a book ready for publication before the 
pandemic hit. No one could accuse her of inadequate research: 
Almost every page is peppered with quotations, statistics, and 
factoids, often set in the margins. While there are no sources 
included in the book, the author notes links to some on her 
website. Many others—such as Wilson’s assertion that “many 
famous artists, writers and creatives walk to cure bipolar and 
constipation, or, more often than not, both (because they 
often travel together)”—are not readily verifiable and may 
take further digging by readers. The text comprises 136 min-
iature chapters, interwoven with frustratingly brief descrip-
tions of hikes the author has taken in various sites in the world. 
Summaries of snippets of scientific research alternate with 
pages of advice on living a minimalist life as well as chapters 
about the author’s personal journey, with emphasis on a trip 
to Crete when she was in her mid-40s to attempt a pregnancy 
by way of in vitro fertilization using the sperm of a 21-year-
old Danish poetry student. Some of Wilson’s advice is suspect: 
She advocates hitchhiking as well as hiking without water 
or a map. Her suggestions regarding frugality are sometimes 
excessive, as when she notes how she “started collecting but-
ter scraps at cafes” in addition to fish bones and carcasses to 
make bone broth. Loosely structured at best, the disjointed 
narrative jumps from topic to topic every page or two, which 
will leave many readers adrift.

One for the fans.
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DISPATCHES FROM THE 
RACE WAR 
Wise, Tim
City Lights (300 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-87286-809-0  

A White social justice advocate 
clearly shows how racism is America’s 
core crisis.

Educator and activist Wise collects 
more than 50 of his hard-hitting essays 

from 2008 to the present, most previously published online, 
that address racism, inequality, and injustice. “In a nation 
founded on the dichotomous values of liberty and enslave-
ment, freedom and white supremacy,” he writes, “hypocrisy 
was baked in from the beginning. And white folks have been 
trying to smooth over the contradiction ever since.” Asserting, 
with ample evidence, that “post-raciality is a fantasy,” Wise 
comments on a host of events that bear witness to pervasive 
racism, including reactions to Barack Obama’s election, Henry 
Louis Gates’ arrest after being mistaken as a burglar, the rise 
of the militant tea party, the killing of Black men by police, 
and the acquittal of George Zimmerman in the killing of Tray-
von Martin. “The biases that ended George Floyd’s life were 
explicit,” Wise writes. “Even more, they were part of an insti-
tutional and systemic process, whereby unequal treatment 
of black and brown bodies and communities is normative.” 
Trump, not surprisingly, comes in for vigorous criticism as a 
racist and narcissist. “It hurts,” Wise writes, “to see a nation 
elevate someone to the presidency so lacking in knowledge, 
so incurious about the world, so marinated in the politics of 
revenge, and hostile to a large part of humanity.” Debunking 
White denial, amnesia, and rationalizations, the author aims 
to “shore up the knowledge base of progressives who already 
have a commitment to racial justice and equity but perhaps 
find themselves less confident than they should be about the 
positions they hold” and, he hopes, “to inoculate uncommit-
ted persons” against right-wing, uninformed arguments. He 
wishes schools would teach MESH subjects—Media Literacy, 
Ethics, Sociology, and History—“because if these are not 
given equal attention, we could end up being a nation filled 
with incredibly bright and technically proficient people who 
lack all capacity for democratic citizenship.”

A trenchant assessment of our nation’s ills.

RAGE 
Woodward, Bob
Simon & Schuster (480 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 15, 2020
978-1-982131-73-9  

That thing in the air that is deadlier 
than even your “strenuous flus”? Trump 
knew—and did nothing about it.

The big news from veteran reporter 
Woodward’s follow-up to Fear has been 
widely reported: Trump was fully aware 

at the beginning of 2020 that a pandemic loomed and chose to 
downplay it, causing an untold number of deaths and crippling 
the economy. His excuse that he didn’t want to cause a panic 
doesn’t fly given that he trades in fear and division. The under-
lying news, however, is that Trump participated in this book, 
unlike in the first, convinced by Lindsey Graham that Wood-
ward would give him a fair shake. Seventeen interviews with 
the sitting president inform this book, as well as extensive dig-
ging that yields not so much news as confirmation: Trump has 
survived his ineptitude because the majority of Congressional 
Republicans go along with the madness because they “had made 
a political survival decision” to do so—and surrendered their 
party to him. The narrative often requires reading between 
the lines. Graham, though a byword for toadyism, often reins 
Trump in; Jared Kushner emerges as the real power in the West 
Wing, “highly competent but often shockingly misguided in his 
assessments”; Trump admires tyrants, longs for their unbridled 
power, resents the law and those who enforce it, and is quick 
to betray even his closest advisers; and, of course, Trump is 
beholden to Putin. Trump occasionally emerges as modestly 
self-aware, but throughout the narrative, he is in a rage. Though 
he participated, he said that he suspected this to be “a lousy 
book.” It’s not—though readers may wish Woodward had aired 
some of this information earlier, when more could have been 
done to stem the pandemic. When promoting Fear, the author 
was asked for his assessment of Trump. His reply: “Let’s hope 
to God we don’t have a crisis.” Multiple crises later, Woodward 
concludes, as many observers have, “Trump is the wrong man 
for the job.”

An essential account of a chaotic administration that, 
Woodward makes painfully clear, is incapable of governing.
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A trenchant assessment of our nation’s ills.
dispatches from the race war



7 2   |   1 5  o c t o b e r  2 0 2 0   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

THE WORLD TURNED 
UPSIDE DOWN 
A History of the 
Chinese Cultural Revolution
Yang Jisheng
Ed. and Trans. by Mosher, Stacy & Gui Jian
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (768 pp.) 
$40.00  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-0-374-29313-0  

A potent and sprawling history of the 
Cultural Revolution, a little-understood 

and catastrophic decade in modern Chinese history.
Nearing 80, Yang participated in the Cultural Revolu-

tion (1966-1976) as an actor in what was called the “Great 
Networking” and then became a journalist for the Xinhua 
News Agency. As he writes in this essential history, the revo-
lution was initiated by Mao Zedong in a purported effort to 
purge the Communist Party of bureaucrats and enemies of 
his version of permanent revolution; instead, the decade of 
infighting only bolstered the bureaucracy and weakened the 
political power of the general populace. Said one higher-up, 
later purged, “I was Chairman Mao’s dog, and whomever he 
told me to bite, I bit.” But Mao’s greatest allies were the Red 
Guards, an organization—really, several organizations, some-
times at odds with each other—that had its origins in urban 
high schools. Imagine a political movement dominated by 
teenagers, and it’s clear that the path will be paved with dan-
gers. Thousands of Chinese people were murdered, their bod-
ies buried in rice paddies or stuffed into wells, an example of 
the “unprecedented brutality” of the period that the author 
captures so well. Eventually, Mao had to conclude that the Red 
Guards must be reined in, an effort that led to civil war. The 
revolution, Yang asserts, was doomed to fail, and he is now 
far from the true believer of old. “Even if we allow that Mao’s 
intentions were good,” he writes, “socialism, as a form of col-
lectivism, is predicated on the obliteration of the individual 
and can be achieved only through the evil of coercion.” The 
conflict’s effect was contrary indeed, serving to end the faith 
of most Chinese in communism. Today, Yang writes, “social 
injustice and lack of upward mobility are causing people in the 
lower rungs of society to lose hope.”

A comprehensive history that belongs alongside The Gulag 
Archipelago as a denunciation of tyranny.

FOREVER PRISONERS
How the United States 
Made the World’s Largest 
Immigrant Detention System
Young, Elliott
Oxford Univ.  (280 pp.) 
$34.95  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-0-19-008595-7  

“Immigrant detention today is part 
of a carceral landscape in the United 
States that includes more than 2 million 

citizens behind bars.” So writes historian Young in a sweeping 
survey of the American gulag.

The U.S. has the largest imprisoned population in the world; 
it also has the world’s largest number of imprisoned foreigners. 
These are not coincidences, writes the author. Immigration and 
penal policy have always been thoroughly racialized. Nor is it an 
accident that the next-highest number of imprisoned foreign-
ers are in Mexico—not because Mexico is especially hostile to 
immigrants, but “because almost all of those detentions are at 
the behest of the United States.” The Obama administration 
retains the record for the largest number of arrests and depor-
tations of foreigners, but add in the number kept from reaching 
this country due to Mexican interdiction and deportation and 
the number of detainees in secret CIA prisons and prisons run 
by proxies elsewhere, and the number might be larger still today. 
Young centers on immigration policy over the last century to 
deliver surprising lessons from history. “Foreign policy is always 
part of the calculus of immigration control,” he writes, but it 
is during times of “heightened fear” and alarm that the great-
est excesses are committed. It is well known, for instance, that 
Japanese Americans were imprisoned as suspected enemy aliens 
during World War II, but it will come as news to many read-
ers that the U.S. coordinated with allied nations such as Peru to 
kidnap Japanese nationals and bring them to American prison 
camps. In another case study, Young examines a deportee and 
long-term prisoner who was housed in an insane asylum, a con-
venient place to tuck away problem cases. More recent prison 
activity for both citizens and foreigners hinges on “tough on 
crime” policies that have mostly been aimed at minority popu-
lations, especially “black and brown men.”

An altogether sobering look at a system of punishment 
founded on racial injustice and going strong.
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children’s
THE UPS AND DOWNS 
OF GRAVITY
Adler, David A.
Illus. by Raff, Anna
Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-0-8234-4636-0  

How gravity works on things from 
apples to planets.

After an incorrect claim that Newton was “the first to 
describe gravity” (actually a topic of scholarly discussion since 
ancient times), Adler goes on to explain that mass is not the same 
as weight and to lay out the effects of distance between two 
attracting bodies. Expanding into the solar system he presents 
supposed weights for a 100-pound reader on Jupiter and the 
sun (omitting the fact that neither body has a surface that said 
reader could stand on). A confusingly incomplete introduction 
to orbital mechanics includes the notion of inertia—but never 
connects the Newtonian dots to explain why planets don’t 
move in straight lines. “There’s a lot more to gravity,” he vaguely 
remarks after all this, finishing in the same simplistic vein as 
he began by defining it as the force “that keeps everything 
in its place.” In Raff ’s sparsely detailed pictures a mouse in a 
stereotypically schoolmarmish frock conducts two human 
children, one pale and the other brown-skinned, through 
various earthly and extraterrestrial scenes, pausing occasionally 
to let the children demonstrate physical principles or effects 
with balls, sheets of paper, and like common materials. Along 
with a richer (and funnier) visual experience, readers who fall 
into Jason Chin’s Gravity (2014) will ultimately touch down 
with a clearer understanding of how the phenomenon keeps 
people and planets in their courses. (This book was reviewed 
digitally with 11-by-18-inch double-page spreads viewed at 77% of 
actual size.)

Lands with a dull thud despite being light on factual mass. 
(glossary) (Informational picture book. 6-8)
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SNOOZIE, SUNNY, AND SO-SO by Ben-Zvi, Dafna; 
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WHERE WONDER GROWS
González, Xelena
Illus. by Garcia, Adriana M.
Cinco Puntos Press (40 pp.)
$17.95  |  Feb. 16, 2021
978-1-947627-46-8
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Masks or no masks? These days 
there isn’t much ambiguity. Public 
health officials are agreed that 
the wearing of masks significantly 
restricts the spread of coronavirus. 
Elmo knows it: Heroes Wear Masks. 

But there is at least one niche 
of the population for whom the 
question “Masks or no masks?” has 
no easy answer but plenty of urgency: 
children’s-book illustrators with 

contracts for Fall 2021 and Spring 2022. Will mask usage 
still be mandated when the pub 
date finally rolls around? Even if it’s 
not mandated, will it have become 
commonplace, as it did in East Asia 
following the SARS outbreak in 
2002? Will preschoolers and early-
elementary children in the near 
future regard maskless characters 
with the same sense of unreality as 
they might characters riding bikes 
without helmets?

I’ve noticed commentators using, with greater or 
lesser degrees of irony, the post-apocalyptic phrase “the 
Before Times” to describe life back in January 2020—
those golden days when we could cross state lines without 
test or quarantine, when we could go to the movies and sit 
next to strangers without thinking twice, when we could 
go to the supermarket with our reusable bags and without 
following directional arrows. When we hadn’t mourned 
the passing of over 200,000 Americans and going on 
almost 1 million worldwide as of this writing. And when 
we didn’t have to ask ourselves, “Do I have my mask?” 
whenever we leave our homes. 

For a small child, however, the before times are a lot 
further away, relative to their overall years, than they are 
for adults. For my nephew who turned 4 this summer, the 
mask-wearing era amounts to roughly 20% of his post-
toddlerhood life. Those children starting kindergarten in 

2020 with any in-person attendance 
at all know school only from 
behind a mask. A young friend of 
mine agonized about sending his 
son under these conditions. “I just 
want him to have a normal school 
experience,” he lamented. “To this 
year’s kindergarteners,” I reminded 
him, “masks are normal.”

There has been a raft of 
pandemic-themed books out this 
year designed to help children 
through it. In addition to the 
aforementioned Elmo story by 
Lillian Jane and illustrated by Ernie 
Kwiat (Sourcebooks Wonderland, 
Sept. 15), we’ve seen Coronavirus, by 
Elizabeth Jenner, Kate Wilson, and 
Nia Roberts and illustrated by Axel 
Scheffler (Nosy Crow/Candlewick, 
April 14), Share Your Rainbow, by 18 different illustrators and 
with an introduction by R.J. Palacio (Random House, July 
7); and The World Made a Rainbow, by Michelle Robinson 

and illustrated by Emily Hamilton 
(Bloomsbury, Oct. 13). Librarian 
Patricia Sarles (a sometime Kirkus 
reviewer) compiled a prodigious 
bibliography of children’s books 
from around the world that 
in some fashion address the 
pandemic. (Interestingly, none of 
these titles depict characters in 
masks. Coronavirus originated in 

the U.K. at a time when masks were discouraged; how 
much longing for the before times versus a desire for 
sales to those who refuse masks influenced the choices 
in the latter two is anyone’s guess.) They vary in quality 
and specificity, but almost all stress that the pandemic 
restrictions are temporary and look forward to a return 
to the before times.

But what if there is no return or if it doesn’t arrive any 
time soon?

What if, as professor of pediatrics Aaron E. Carroll 
suggested recently in the New York Times, a vaccine 
does not result in an immediate return to normalcy and 
restrictions persist far longer than Americans like to wait? 
What if, as Carroll urges, mask usage becomes normalized? 

Obviously, these questions must be occurring to 
writers as well as illustrators, but it is illustrators who so 
often strive to create in their books a visual reflection of 
their readers’ reality. And they need to decide now or very 
soon how they will anticipate that reality as they work on 
books set in a near-future here and now about sharing, 
friendship, school, and any number of other quotidian 
topics.

Masks or no masks?

Vicky Smith is a young readers’ editor.

will picture books mask up?

Leah O
verstreet
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RACE TO THE BOTTOM 
OF THE EARTH 
Surviving Antarctica
Barone, Rebecca E.F.
Henry Holt (272 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-250-25780-2  

Analytical accounts of two historic 
firsts that bookend nearly a century 
of Antarctic exploration: reaching the 
South Pole and crossing the entire con-

tinent alone and on foot.
That both outings turned into races adds almost superfluous 

drama: Neither Roald Amundsen and Robert Scott in 1911 nor 
Colin O’Brady and Lou Rudd in 2018 knew long beforehand that 
they would be in direct competition. All four expeditions faced 
the same deadly natural challenges, from frigid 50-mile-an-hour 
winds to whiteouts and treacherous ice ripples called sastrugi. 
But what really stands out in the storylines that Barone moves 
along in parallel are the huge differences in survival techniques 
and gear—even as the lack of wireless equipment, for instance, 
kills Scott and his companions, Rudd slogs along listening to 
audiobooks and O’Brady phones Paul Simon for a chat. The 
author points out other differences too, such as the contrast 
between Amundsen’s narrow motive to be first to the pole 
(the North Pole, originally, switched at the last moment after 
learning that Robert Peary had already gotten there) and Scott’s 
broader geological and scientific interests. She punctuates 
her narratives with maps, photos, and paired quotes from her 
four subjects, and she positively shovels endnotes and source 
references into the backmatter. The otherwise all-White, all 
male cast is relieved only by brief mentions of wives and latter-
day women explorers and of Amundsen’s Netsilik Inuit advisers.

A riveting tribute to epic tests of men against the elements. 
(index) (Nonfiction. 11-14)

KIDS VS. PLASTIC
Ditch the Straw and Find the 
Pollution Solution to Bottles, 
Bags, and Other Single-Use 
Plastics
Beer, Julie
National Geographic Kids (128 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $24.90 PLB  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-4263-3910-3
978-1-4263-3911-0 PLB  

In a world that’s being “swamped by plastic,” kids can help 
make change.

This eye-catching title introduces the problem of plastic 
and its durability and offers its young readers suggestions and 
examples for helping to battle this aspect of the “global pol-
lution crisis.” The opening chapters explain the issue, the his-
tory of plastic, its long-lasting nature, and its threat to sea life. 
Three subsequent chapters provide examples from around 

the globe and offer readers ways to reduce, reuse, and recycle 
plastics in their own locales. The author concludes with some 
potential solutions. The lively, busy design features text set on 
double-page spreads illustrated with large photos as well as 
photo collages. (Eight spreads must be turned sideways to view.) 
Further facts are set off in small boxes and other shapes. There 
are familiar comparisons, such as weight measured in units of 
school buses; interviews with “Planet Protectors,” often teen 
activists, and National Geographic explorers; maps; and photo-
graphs of people from all over the world (mostly light-skinned). 

“Take action” boxes feature concrete suggestions: Don’t flush 
your contact lenses; do carry a reusable straw. “Try this” proj-
ects range from “I Spy” photo challenges to directions for craft 
projects. National Geographic adds this print title to its exten-
sive online collection of “Kids vs. Plastic” links: videos, project 
suggestions, and teacher resources, many of which use the same 
material. (This book was reviewed digitally with 10.9-by-17-inch 
double-page spreads viewed at 86.5% of actual size.)

Familiar content in a new package designed for preteen 
readers. (index, photo credits) (Nonfiction. 10-14)

SNOOZIE, SUNNY, 
AND SO-SO 
Ben-Zvi, Dafna
Illus. by Amit, Ofra
Trans. by Appel, Annette
Enchanted Lion Books (40 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 27, 2020
978-1-59270-282-4  

Dog and cat best friends invite a 
lonely third into their companionship.

Sunny, a red dog with floppy white ears, and Snoozie, a 
gray tiger cat, live together in “a small house with a red window 
sill.” They have different predilections—Sunny is predictably 
active while Snoozie prefers to relax—but they are devoted to 
each other. The action begins when, after reminding Snoozie 
that tomorrow is her birthday, Sunny urges her friend up for 
a walk. Investigating a noise, Sunny enters a strange house 
over Snoozie’s remonstrations, discovering “a raggedy ball of 
black wool [with] two frightened eyes and a scruffy little face” 
huddling in a basket: So-So. The little dog lives alone, her best 
friend having moved to “a desert of ice” on “the other side of the 
world.” Sunny coaxes So-So and Snoozie into a rambunctious 
game, then Snoozie invites So-So to her birthday party 
tomorrow. So-So exhibits a classic case of extreme social anxiety, 
but she gathers her courage and, of course, has a wonderful time. 
Amit’s soft-edged illustrations, done in a palette of muted blues, 
reds, and grays, depict unclothed animals who walk on all fours 
and play boisterously but inhabit human homes and write using 
pen and paper. There is nary a human in sight, which lends a 
whimsically surreal touch to this gentle friendship tale. In 
Appel’s translation from Hebrew, Ben-Zvi’s narrative unfolds 
with a delicate sweetness that never tips into the saccharine. 

An understated delight from Israel. (Fantasy. 6-9)

In Appel’s translation from Hebrew, Ben-Zvi’s narrative unfolds 
with a delicate sweetness that never tips into the saccharine.

snoozie, sunny, and so -so
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THE STEM NIGHT DISASTER
Biberdorf, Kate
Philomel (144 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-0-593-11661-6 
Series: Kate the Chemist 

Kate might get to impress her 
scientist hero—if she can stop her 
saboteur.

Fifth grader Kate, a White girl in 
a diverse school, loves chemistry. She 

loves science class, science projects, and watching her favorite 
pop scientist, Dr. Caroline, on YouTube. So she’s overwhelmed 
when she learns that her school’s received a grant to have a 
STEM night, and the judge they’re flying in to evaluate the fifth 
grade science projects is Kate’s beloved Dr. Caroline. Each of 
her friends knows immediately what science project they’ll do. 
Elijah, a Black boy who loves drumming, explores sound quality. 
Birdie, a South Asian girl who loves art, experiments with ink 
chromatography. But Kate, who, in her own words, is “obsessed” 
with science, has no idea what to do. After a hubris-fueled false 
start, Kate gets a clever (and YouTube-ready) idea, but someone 
in the school is sabotaging her. Parts of her experiment keep 
being destroyed, and someone writes mean things on her 
science fair poster. Kate’s use of science to solve the mystery 
works well within the plot; one sequence explains how to dust 
for fingerprints with cocoa powder. Uninteresting science clip 
art doesn’t add much artistic spice, but the included fruit-
battery experiment (which requires equipment which might be 
present in the home) is a good choice. The series protagonist’s 
obsession with author avatar Dr. Caroline is a throughline that’s 
run its course. 

The science is interesting; the flat story is less so. (Fiction. 
8-10)

FRANKIE AND THE CREEPY 
CUTE CRITTERS
Boyle, Caitlin Rose
Illus. by the author
Oni Press (40 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Oct. 13, 2020
978-1-62010-782-9  

Can a scary fairy find acceptance 
among her cute counterparts?

With cornflower-blue skin, a big 
poof of dark-blue hair, bat wings, and 

a nose shaped like an upside-down heart, Frankie Fairy lives 
with her biology-professor mother. They have just moved, and 
Frankie is the new kid at Mosstown Elementary. Frankie loves 
all things nature, which she fastidiously records in her field 
guide, occasional views of which impart facts and her findings 
for readers. With her big, warm personality, she greets her 
new classmates—but they aren’t receptive, finding her fangs 
and wings so different from their insectile ones. Dismayed, 

Frankie takes a walk in the woods with Tuna, her pet wooly 
bear, befriending a garter snake and a baby opossum that’s 
lost its mother. Frankie shares her experiences with her mom, 
who gives her good advice, buoying her enough to help her 
assert herself with her classmates. Boyle’s alluringly vibrant, 
full-colored graphic offering is an engaging and fresh take 
on a friendship tale. With her keenly attentive face, Frankie 
grabs readers, and her big heart and zest for life and nature are 
positively infectious. Although the humanoid characters are 
all fairies, they display a great deal of diversity in skin and hair 
coloring.

An affirming tale of friendship that is both quirky and 
adorable. (animal facts) (Graphic fantasy. 7-10)

WHEN I’M BIGGER, MAMA 
BEAR
Bright, Rachel
Illus. by the author
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-0-374-30580-2 
Series: Mama and Bella Bear 

Bella Bear wants to stir soup and cut bread, but Mama Bear 
must prevent her from doing these and other dangerous adult 
tasks.

Mama Bear tries to distract her precocious tot with a trip 
to the supermarket. Soon Bella’s racing on her tricycle and 
proclaiming herself ready for a two-wheeler. At the market, 
Bella fills her own cart with groceries, Mama worriedly eyeing 
the growing pile. Then Bella does something even more 
problematic. After seeing chocolate cookies on the top shelf 
(and knowing Mama’s penchant for chocolate), the cub decides 
to climb up for a box. Bella manages to reach the cookies—but 
suddenly Bella is scared and needs her mother’s help, because 
she is quite small, after all. It’s a good thing Mama is so tall. 
When they get home safely, the mother and daughter discuss 
the reality that while it’s good to be big, being small has its 
advantages, and Bella finally gets the message. The two brown 
bears of different shades and sizes have a textured look and 
bold outlines that make them stand out against mostly solid-
colored backgrounds. They wear aprons in the house, and their 
cartoony features are appealing. Their familial love is heartfelt, 
and the rhyming story conveys a message that young children 
will easily relate to in a pre-K classroom, library storytime, or a 
family setting. (This book was reviewed digitally with 10-by-20-inch 
double-page spreads viewed at 30.3% of actual size.)

Will strike a chord in many a family. (Picture book. 3-5)

Boyle’s alluringly vibrant, full-colored graphic offering 
is an engaging and fresh take on a friendship tale.

frankie and the creepy cute critters
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ART IS LIFE
The Life of Artist 
Keith Haring
Brown, Tami Lewis
Illus. by Negley, Keith
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (48 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-374-30424-9  

A child’s introduction to Keith 
Haring.

Outlining the artistic career of an iconic neo-expressionist 
is hardly a black-and-white endeavor, and paring down Har-
ing’s legacy for children over 30 years after an early and compli-
cated death is a task in itself. Unfortunately, this effort fails to 
deliver an in-depth or unique look at his life or his art, instead 
reducing both to a repetitive and uninspired mantra: “Art is 
life. Life is art.” Beginning with Haring’s childhood in Pennsyl-
vania and continuing through his life in 1980s New York City, 
author Brown provides a well-paced but conservative biogra-
phy, with almost no personal details or thoughtful analysis of 
his work. Within its limitations, it succeeds well enough. The 
text is punctuated with a number of choice vocabulary words, 
good for inquisitive young readers at a variety of levels, and 
bookended with enough context for understanding. The book 
is truly carried, however, by Negley’s vibrant and (appropriately) 
semiabstract illustrations. The pages burst with lively pops of 
color, friendly faces in a diverse palette—Haring is White—and, 
naturally, an endless stream of squiggly lines and dancing figures. 
Altogether, it’s a decent starting point for youngsters interested 
in drawing on the walls, but a noticeable lack of nuance leaves 
something to be desired. Matthew Burgess and Josh Cochran’s 
Drawing on Walls (2020) paints a far fuller picture.

Despite excellent illustrations, does not do its subject’s 
complexity justice. (author’s note, illustrator’s note, further 
reading) (Picture book/biography. 4-6)

THE POWWOW TREASURE
Bruchac, Joseph
Illus. by Deforest, Dale
Reycraft Books (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Oct. 22, 2020
978-1-4788-6870-5 
Series: Powwow Mystery, 3 

A treasure map written on buckskin leads siblings to a 
discovery worth more than gold.

Old tropes and new fun greet young readers in a mystery 
about two kids traveling the powwow highway with their 
grandparents. Jamie and Marie Longbow are twins. Marie helps 
Grama make and sell beadwork while Jamie gives Grampa a 
hand setting up their canvas tent. After finishing one powwow 
in Massachusetts, they arrive for another in Connecticut, 
where they are preparing for the grand entry when their 
grandparents leave them alone for a minute at their booth. 
Before they know it, they are approached by a stranger who 

calls himself Lester Laughing. Lester is dressed in old-time 
regalia. He wears authentic buckskin and carries a big, eagle-
feather fan. He stands out due to a scar next to his nose, and 
he says he knows their family. When he gives them an old map, 
asking them to keep it a secret from their grandparents, they 
head off on an adventure with a surprise at the end. Building 
his story around the trope of the Indian ghost, Abenaki author 
Bruchac addresses cultural practices in a loving Native family 
with sweet touches of humor. Deforest, who grew up on the 
Navajo reservation, gives his characters big, warm eyes and 
open, cartoon faces that make the illustrations familiar, warm, 
and friendly. (This book was reviewed digitally with 10-by-20-inch 
double-page spreads viewed at 30.3% of actual size.)

A satisfying story in which two children discover the love 
of an ancestor. (Graphic/mystery hybrid. 7-10)
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BAD KITTY GOES 
ON VACATION
Bruel, Nick
Illus. by the author
Roaring Brook (160 pp.) 
$13.99  |  Dec. 29, 2020
978-1-250-20808-8 
Series: Bad Kitty (chapter book) 

A trip to the Love Love Angel Kitty 
World theme park (“The Most Super 
Incredibly Happy Place on Earth!”) turns 

out to be an exercise in lowered expectations…to say the least.
When Uncle Murray wins a pair of free passes it seems at 

first like a dream come true—at least for Kitty, whose collection 
of Love Love Kitty merch ranges from branded underwear to a 
pink chainsaw. But the whole trip turns into a series of crises 
beginning with the (as it turns out) insuperable challenge of 
getting a cat onto an airplane, followed by the twin discoveries 
that the hotel room doesn’t come with a litter box and that 
the park doesn’t allow cats. Even kindhearted Uncle Murray 
finds his patience, not to say sanity, tested by extreme sticker 
shock in the park’s gift shop and repeated exposures to Kitty 
World’s literally nauseating theme song (notation included). 
He is not happy. Fortunately, the whole cloying enterprise 
being a fiendish plot to make people so sick of cats that they’ll 
pick poultry as favorite pets instead, the revelation of Kitty’s 
feline identity puts the all-chicken staff to flight and leaves 
the financial coffers plucked. Uncle Murray’s White, dumpy, 
middle-aged figure is virtually the only human one among an 
otherwise all-animal cast in Bruel’s big, rapidly sequenced, and 
properly comical cartoon panels. 

This kid-friendly satire ably sets claws into a certain real-
life franchise. (Graphic satire. 8-11)

TAMLIN’S GREAT ADVENTURE
Byron, Victoria
Illus. by the author
Starfish Bay (40 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Nov. 1, 2020
978-1-76036-084-9  

Tamlin’s wanderlust leads him to 
many new places and adventures.

Tamlin is a horse living an idyllic 
life in a beautiful grassy field where he 
plays all day with his human best friend, 

Ruby. When a bird tells him that there is more to the world, he 
becomes so curious that he leaves to see for himself. At first 
each new place seems to be “the best place in the world.” A trop-
ical island finds him basking on sandy beaches and swimming 
among tropical fish. But Tamlin is lonely there and wants to 
explore further. In a “huge city” (unnamed but obviously New 
York City), there are towering buildings and hurrying, diverse, 
sophisticated people who never notice him. He has adventures 
in deserts, mountains, and vast oceans, but in the end he realizes 

that he wants to go home to Ruby. Simple, spare language moves 
the tale and expresses Tamlin’s yearnings, delights, and regrets, 
all narrowly avoiding cliché or self-pity. The brightly hued illus-
trations in varying sizes add more depth and several surprises 
to the proceedings. Tamlin’s voyage is by sea as a passenger on a 
cruise ship, and the sense of place in his visits is spot-on. Both 
Tamlin’s and Ruby’s moods are seen in their body language and 
expressions, and their reunion is pure joy. If a new adventure 
occurs, Tamlin knows that Ruby will be with him. Ruby’s com-
plexion is pale, and Tamlin is a gray Appaloosa.

Imaginative and tender, with a happy, hopeful conclusion. 
(Picture book. 4-8)

THE ABCS OF 
BLACK HISTORY 
Cortez, Rio
Illus. by Semmer, Lauren
Workman (64 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Dec. 8, 2020
978-1-5235-0749-8  

An impressive array of names, events, and concepts from 
Black history are introduced in this alphabet book for early-
elementary readers.

From A for anthem (“a banner of song / that wraps us in 
hope, lets us know we belong”) to Z for zenith (“the top of 
that mountain King said we would reach”), this picture book 
is a journey through episodes, ideas, and personalities that 
represent a wide range of Black experiences. Some spreads 
celebrate readers themselves, like B for beautiful (“I’m talking to 
you!”); others celebrate accomplishments, such as E for explore 
(Matthew Henson, Mae Jemison), or experiences, like G for the 
Great Migration. The rhyming verses are light on the tongue, 
making the reading smooth and soothing. The brightly colored, 
folk art–style illustrations offer vibrant scenes of historical and 
contemporary Black life, with common people and famous 
people represented in turn. Whether reading straight through 
and poring over each page or flipping about to look at the 
refreshing scenes full of brown and black faces, readers will 
feel pride and admiration for the resilience and achievements 
of Black people and a call to participate in the “unfinished…
American tale.” Endnotes clarify terms and figures, and a 
resource list includes child-friendly books, websites, museums, 
and poems.

A substantive and affirming addition to any collection. 
(Informational picture book. 6-11)
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THE RELUCTANT 
STORYTELLER
Coulson, Art with Sorell, Traci
Illus. by Bear Don’t Walk, Carlin & 
Boney Jr., Roy
Reycraft Books (80 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Oct. 22, 2020
978-1-4788-7025-8  

A novella, a short story, and an essay 
explore Cherokee present and past.

In Cherokee storyteller Coulson’s 
title novella, Maurice “Chooch” Tenkiller, a Minnesota middle 
schooler, is stuck accompanying his uncle Dynamite on a road 
trip to attend the Wild Onion Festival in Greasy, Oklahoma, to 
tell stories. The Tenkillers are a family of Cherokee storytell-
ers, but Chooch has his heart set on becoming a chef. In the 
car, Dynamite tells a traditional story about a fox that wants to 
fly, suggesting that Chooch can pursue his own destiny. Indeed, 
upon arriving at the festival, surrounded by his extended family, 

Chooch learns that his gift of cooking is its own way of telling 
stories. Unfortunately, after 38 pages of careful character devel-
opment, Chooch’s compelling story ends abruptly in two pages 
of epiphany and limp denouement, jarring readers out of their 
relationship with the protagonist. Bear Don’t Walk (Crow/
Northern Cheyenne) crafts bold paintings that have the feel of 
snapshots, breathing life into the story. Coulson’s second tale, 

“The Energy of the Thunder Beings,” illustrated by Cherokee 
artist Boney, follows young Saloli, who ignores his mother’s 
advice and climbs the mountain called Standing Man in search 
of a new pair of sticks to play stickball, a quest that leads him to 
an encounter with the Little People. The book concludes with 
a brief showcase of contemporary Cherokee life and culture as 
explained by Cherokee author Sorell. 

Three valuable expressions of Cherokee culture; sadly, 
the marquee story starts strong but ultimately fails to satisfy. 
(Anthology. 8-12)

Bear Don’t Walk (Crow/Northern Cheyenne) crafts bold paintings 
that have the feel of snapshots, breathing life into the story.

the reluctant storyteller
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In Kwame Mbalia’s 2020 Coretta Scott King Honor–win-
ning Tristan Strong Punches a Hole in the Sky (Rick Riordan 
Presents/Disney, 2019), the titular hero’s punch takes him 
from his grandparents’ Alabama farm to Alke, a magical 
land created from African American and West African 
stories, with a pantheon populated by West African dei-
ties and African American folk heroes such as John Henry 
and Brer Rabbit—and monsters that derive from the slave 
trade, such as King Cotton and shackle-creatures. Sequel 
Tristan Strong Destroys the World (Rick Riordan Presents/
Disney, Oct. 6) finds both the real world and Alke threat-
ened by the terrifying Shamble Man, who kidnaps Tristan’s 

nana. The story fabric that holds Alke together is fraying, 
and Tristan’s own storytelling powers are weakened; victo-
ry over the Shamble Man won’t come easily. Humor in the 
form of both recurring character Gum Baby and new foe 
Kulture Vulture, who speaks in stupendously bad rap, sits 
side by side with the enormity of the slave trade and its leg-
acy, rendered symbolically. We spoke to Mbalia via Zoom 
from his home office in Raleigh, North Carolina. The con-
versation has been edited for length and clarity.

Rick Riordan Presents readers expect action and hu-
mor, but you talked in your Coretta Scott King accep-
tance speech about moving through the world with 
pain and joy, with hurt and healing. How do you satisfy 
your middle-grade readers and make sure that you’re 
able to communicate the dark side? 
It’s not that the dark and the violence aren’t there [in 
middle grade]. It’s that we speak around it. But we leave 
anchor points for readers to come back to later. And 
all throughout Tristan, I’ve been trying to leave those 
anchor points. [For balance], you have to introduce 
something that brings that levity and that joyfulness, 
and that’s Gum Baby. She is a living doll covered in sap 
that speaks about herself in the third person, right? It 
immediately takes the focus away from some of the 
darkness. When you have Gum Baby insulting Tristan, or 
boasting and bragging, or doing backflips and saving the 
world, you’re laughing immediately after you might have 
cried. It’s a mission of mine personally, given how many 
pain narratives have been told throughout the years, to 
talk about the grief as one side of the coin, and on the 
other side, we have to have happiness and joy. If we don’t, 
we are doing a disservice to our readers.

You’re dealing with really heavy stuff. There is Tristan’s 
individual trauma from having watched his best friend 
die. But the Shamble Man literally embodies genera-
tional trauma. Were you scared to go that deep?

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Kwame Mbalia

THE AWARD-WINNING MIDDLE-GRADE AUTHOR BALANCES JOY AND PAIN 
IN A NEW TRISTAN STRONG NOVEL
By Vicky Smith

Brian Jones
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No, not necessarily scared, because I think [many of us] 
know someone who lashes out after they’ve been hurt, 
right? And they may have been hurt by someone or by 
a system designed not to benefit them, and they take 
it out on the people who are closest to them. We know 
that they are capable of love and strength and honor and 
respect, but all they can feel right now is the pain. I think 
what scared me about Book 2 was the fact that I don’t 
think it has [an overarching] villain. There is the specter 
of King Cotton and the remnants of the iron monsters 
[from Book 1], but that’s a part of the trauma of cleaning 
up. Are readers that expect a fast-paced adventure 
going to buy the idea of the “villain” being how we each 
individually process our trauma? That’s what scares me. I 
think it’s a necessary conversation. But I just hope that it 
holds with what the readers are expecting.

I read that you wanted to highlight women characters 
in this book. Was it hard for you to find these women to 
add to your pantheon?
It’s always hard to find Black American folk stories be-
cause they’re traditionally oral, and in order to find those 
you have to find the people who have heard them and 
then you have to write them down. That’s what Virginia 
Hamilton did, that’s what Zora Neale Hurston did. That’s 
what Henry Louis Gates Jr. does so well. But it wasn’t 
that hard for me to find [Hamilton’s] Her Stories (Blue 
Sky/Scholastic, 1995). I originally found it in the library 
[while I was working on Book 1], right next to [Hamil-
ton’s] The People Could Fly (Knopf, 1985). And I thought, 
Oh, I need this, but Tristan 1 was already humongous, [so I 
decided] to save it for Book 2. 

I knew I wanted to put Keelboat Annie in there, [and] I 
wanted to explore Nana a bit. Then Mami Wata appeared 
as I was doing my research. [She] helped me address 
the concept of diaspora, because there are elements of 
Mami Wata in over 20 to 30 different countries where 
slaves from Africa arrived. But I just had to invent Lady 
Night. [She] is actually inspired by Nina Simone, and 
she’s what’s called a boo hag. A boo hag is a witch who 
removes her skin and sits on your chest in the middle of 
the night and sucks up all your oxygen. The only way to 
defeat her is to find her skin and throw some salt in it. 
It’s a great Southern cultural tale. But something that I 
specifically wanted to address with Lady Night is, Who 
do we label as witches? Who in society do we castigate 
and spurn just because of who they are or what they do or 
whose spaces they occupy? Lady Night doesn’t appear in 
any other stories but my own, but the concept of a Black 
woman stepping into this world and trying to make her 
own way—that’s familiar. It’s as old as time.

When you were looking for new deities to add, did you 
ever consider going into East Africa and broadening the 
diasporic story? 
I did [think about it]. Nyanza, the City of Lakes, is 
a representation of Lake Victoria. The Grasslands 
and the City of Lakes are trying to represent Eastern 
African typography. But—and this is something that I’ve 
internally struggled with—I don’t want to take up or tell 
stories that I don’t have a connection with. There are 
authors from Kenya, Burundi, Somalia, Ethiopia that 
can speak to these stories way better than I can. I made 
a conscious decision [to include] the visual iconography 
and geography that is inspired by the different regions of 
Africa. But I didn’t want to be taking their stories. 

There’s the Kulture Vulture…
[Laughs.] That is the complete antithesis of what I’m 
trying to be.

What haven’t I asked you that you need to say?
I’m not trying to write history books; I’m just trying to 
write books with elements of history in them. I men-
tioned anchor points earlier. I want readers to be able to 
read this book in an English lit class and then they go into 
a history class, where they’re studying the Middle Pas-
sage. Or they go into a physical education or health class, 
and they’re studying trauma and how it affects the body. I 
would love for chapters of this book to be used at the be-
ginning of a discussion on mental health and mechanisms 
for coping with trauma as a community, as a family, and as 
an individual. 

Tristan Strong Destroys the World received a starred re-
view in the Aug. 15, 2020, issue.
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AGENT LION AND THE CASE 
OF THE MISSING PARTY
Davis, Jacky & Soman, David
Illus. by Soman, David
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-06-286918-0  

The bumbling and lovable detective is summoned by 
Petunia Skunk to solve a ridiculous mystery.

From the start, accessible text and detailed art combine 
to create a silly, merry frolic. The leonine protagonist, whose 
actions and behaviors are entirely anthropomorphic, is clad 
in quasi-traditional spy clothes: fedora and trench coat—both 
turquoise-colored. A single sentence opens the story: “Agent 
Lion was hard at work.” The double-page spread shows him 
flying a red kite across a bucolic scene with blue skies, green 
grass, and picnickers. After his secret radio sends him to upscale 
Hotel Du Lox, Agent Lion foists his kite upon the concierge and 
follows Petunia to the scene of the crime: a large room devoid 
of its earlier party decorations and treats. Delightful art—often 
in split frames on a page—complements a text in which Petunia 
strives for, and finds, clues while Agent Lion’s comical blunders 
include misinterpreting evidence, falling into a custodian’s 
mop bin, and being distracted by the hotel’s considerable 
amenities. Still, he borders on pomposity. There is a refreshing 
lack of rancor, however, even from accused suspects. Illustrated 
animals are clever human parodies—even including the hotel’s 
framed artwork. Mrs. Walrus, well-appointed, smartly dressed, 
and enormous, is especially funny. The case’s solution will have 
been evident to observant readers from the start, but that 
would have spoiled all the fun, as Mrs. Walrus points out. (This 
book was reviewed digitally with 10-by-20-inch double-page spreads 
viewed at 44% of actual size.)

Pure entertainment. (Picture book. 4-8)

DEAR EARTH…FROM YOUR 
FRIENDS IN ROOM 5
Dealey, Erin
Illus. by Uribe, Luisa
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-06-291532-0  

A year’s worth of letters between 
elementary students and Earth highlight practical ways to care 
for our planet.

The students of Room 5 hope to “do our part” to care for 
their world. In January, they send a letter to Earth asking for 
suggestions; the Earth happily replies. This series of monthly 
exchanges includes familiar recommendations, beginning with 
turning off the lights and ending with regifting Christmas pres-
ents with recycled wrappings, and why these actions matter. 
What begins as an all-class activity becomes an “Earth Heroes” 
club by the following September, led by Bernard, the most 
enthusiastic correspondent. Over the year they’ve adopted 

reusable water bottles, planted a garden, begun to bike to 
school, used both sides of pieces of paper, and convinced the 
school cafeteria to contribute compost to their garden, among 
other actions. In the process, Bernard, a boy with light-brown 
skin, even becomes more skillful at rhyming. In cheerful, bus-
tling illustrations, Uribe depicts a wonderfully diverse group 
of schoolchildren indoors and out. They vary in hair, eye, and 
skin color and hairstyle; some wear glasses or use mobility aids. 
The pages with Earth’s letters feature smiling globes, attractive 
scenery, and appealing animals, including a sea turtle, a win-
some black-footed ferret, and even a nesting red knot. The final 
spread includes a simple explanation of climate change’s causes 
and effects and a summary of things Earth Heroes can do. (This 
book was reviewed digitally with 10-by-20-inch double-page spreads 
viewed at 94.1% of actual size.)

A well-thought-out presentation of an important envi-
ronmental message. (Informational picture book. 6-9)

NEVER AFTER
The Thirteenth Fairy
de la Cruz, Melissa
Roaring Brook (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-250-31121-4 
Series: Chronicles Of Never After, 1 

Twelve-year-old Filomena Jefferson-
Cho finds herself inside the magical 
world of her favorite fantasy series.

Filomena lives in North Pasadena, 
California, with her mother, father, and their family pets. She 
is the beloved daughter of two neurotic writers who take over-
protectiveness to a new level. While Filomena is just your aver-
age sixth grader who loves fairy tales—albeit one taking eighth 
grade algebra—unfortunately, she is also the victim of school 
bullying. Her life takes a turn for the fantastical when she meets 
Jack the Giant Stalker from her beloved Never After series; 
what Filomena thought were just stories turn out to be real. 
With her intimate knowledge of the books, Filomena travels to 
Never After in hopes of helping to defeat an evil queen. Equal 
parts whimsical and adventure-packed, Filomena’s journey will 
entrance readers and have them rooting for the young, witty 
heroine. Filomena forges new friendships, confronts her bullies, 
and learns the truth about where she came from and who she 
really is. Though the villains are a bit one-dimensional, Filom-
ena’s character growth in combination with the highly enter-
taining delivery of her story will have readers eagerly awaiting 
the sequel. Filomena is described as ethnically ambiguous with 
curly dark hair, brown eyes, and brown skin; she was adopted by 
a Korean/Filipino father and British mother.

A refreshing twist on well-known fairy tales. (Fantasy. 10-14)

In cheerful, bustling illustrations, Uribe depicts a wonderfully 
diverse group of schoolchildren indoors and out.

dear earth…from your friends in room 5
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MONTY’S SPECIAL DAY
DeLange, Ellen
Illus. by Zając, Małgorzata
Clavis (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-1-60537-587-8  

A Dutch and Belgian import that ventures off the farm.
Monty, a spry, blue donkey, has a fairly predictable daily 

routine. Every morning he chomps on grass and then makes 
the rounds of the farm, checking in on all of the animals. Mrs. 
Chicken, Mr. Horse, Wooly Sheep, and Llama Llama all love 
their chats with Monty. But one morning, Monty notices the 
gate is open, and he hears geese honking overhead. He has 
always wondered where the geese go every day. Curiosity gets 
the better of him, and he decides to follow. The geese lead him 
on (it must be said) a wild goose chase. But Monty has many 
new experiences along the way. He sees squirrels and beavers, 
tastes apples and berries, and splashes and splutters in a river. 
Luckily, he tucks some mementos into his saddle bag to share 
with his farmyard friends when he returns. It is no more than 
a journey across the meadow (endpapers show the path Monty 
follows), but youngsters will relate to how a small trip can seem 
like an epic adventure, especially when everything is new. With 
a snout that is slightly too big for his stubby legs and eyebrows 
that shoot off his face, Monty looks especially eager in Zając’s 
textured paintings. (This book was reviewed digitally with 8.3-by-
22.8-inch double-page spreads viewed at 32.6% of actual size.)

Not wondrous in its discoveries but sweetly encouraging 
of curiosity. (Picture book. 3-6)

TWO MANY BIRDS 
Derby, Cindy
Illus. by the author
Roaring Brook (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-250-23254-0  

When a limited-access tree suddenly 
attracts too many birds, the guard discovers a fruitful solution.

The story told in this slyly subversive, freely imagined, and 
wonderfully funny fable begins on the front endpapers. Readers 
can see that the line to access the 500-year-old tree is very long. 
Page turns reveal that the tree’s guard is grouchy and lays down 
many, many rules. The birds dutifully follow most of them, and 
the tree soon reaches its 100-bird capacity. But, to the delight 
of the 99 other visitors, the egg one bird is carrying atop its 
head in a nest made of (apparently) its hair hatches. Twins! Now 
there are two too many birds. The guard is apoplectic, but the 
birds revolt to carry him off for a productive timeout. Eventu-
ally, working together, birds and guard solve their problem—by 
planting more trees. The birds’ situation will be familiar to any 
child who has gone to a public pool in summer, and it’s even 
more common in today’s world of crowd limits. Derby adds to 
the child appeal with her cleverly differentiated bird characters 
and the intriguing side stories. (Watch the line at the birda-potty. 

And look under the back flap to see what happens when there 
are “two many turds.”) Created with watercolors and ink, her 
stylized birds are basically small spheres with legs, varying in 
color, costume, accessories, and hairdo. The only actual text 
is the guard’s barked orders, conveyed in speech bubbles, and 
handwritten signs. (This book was reviewed digitally with 10-by-
20-inch double-page spreads viewed at 91.9% of actual size.)

Surprisingly topical and overall egg-cellent. (Picture book. 
3-7)

LLAMA LLAMA LOOSE 
TOOTH DRAMA
Dewdney, Anna
Illus. by Morrow, JT
Viking (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-0-593-20603-4 
Series: Llama Llama 

Llama Llama loses a tooth for the first time.
All of the wiggling can make having a loose tooth fun, but 

there can be some worry, too. How will it fall out? There is a 
tooth fairy? What does she do? Llama Llama is distressed. “Is it 
fun? / Or is it scary? / Just who, exactly, / IS this Fairy?” Luckily, 
Mama is there to help. “The Fairy’s great. She’s kind and funny. 
/ She takes your tooth / and leaves you money.” Llama Llama is 
on board with that! Appropriately, exactly how much money is 
never specified, but the tiny llama fairy is shown carrying a bag 
stuffed with bills. Hopefully she has many houses to visit. Gram 
and Grandpa have lots of ideas on how to get the tooth to fall 
out, but Llama’s tooth stays put until bedtime. Suddenly, Llama 
realizes his tooth is gone: “OH NO. / Where is that tooth? 
/ Where did it GO?” Will the tooth fairy come if the tooth is 
lost? The comforting cadence of the rhymes paired with warm, 
textured hues soften all the drama. As in the other posthumously 
published Llama Llama books, Morrow’s textured paintings 
emulate Dewdney’s definitively lined renderings. The fluttering 
llama fairy, along with Llama’s stuffed llama, whose wide 
eyes notice all, will delight eagle-eyed readers. (This book was 
reviewed digitally with 10.3-by-20-inch double-page spreads viewed 
at 41.8% of actual size.)

A rite of passage seen through the lens of a favorite literary 
pal. (Picture book. 3-6)

THE SMEDS AND THE SMOOS
Donaldson, Julia
Illus. by Scheffler, Axel
Scholastic (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-338-66976-3  

Two youngsters from mutually hostile 
groups connect.

This tale of prejudiced extraterrestrials jumps immediately 
into rollicking verse. “By a loobular lake on a far-off planet / 
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There lived a young Smed, / and her name was Janet. / Not far 
away, on a humplety hill, / There lived a young Smoo / by the 
name of Bill.” The patter and nonsense words (wurpular, trockle) 
invoke Dr. Seuss. Smeds and Smoos alike have antennae and 
tubular noses, but Smeds, red, have webbed feet they wear bare 
while Smoos, blue, sport elflike boots. The illustrations’ eye-
catching colors are intensely saturated throughout, sometimes 
jarringly so. Despite parallel contemptuous commands to 

“Never, never play with” the other group, Janet and Bill secretly 
bond and grow up to marry. “Janet and Bill stole out that night / 
While their families slept / and the squoon shone bright. / They 
clambered into the Smeds’ red rocket. / (Grandfather Sned had 
forgotten to lock it.) / Bill pressed the button, and Janet steered… 
// …When their families woke, they had both disappeared!” A 
multiplanet search leads to reconciliation and integration. This 
unsubtle metaphor for fixing racism and xenophobia ignores 
real-world power imbalances: The Smeds and Smoos may 
distrust one another, but they share equal status. Moreover, the 
notion that interracial couples and mixed-race offspring—a 
purple Smed/Smoo baby—are a solution for racism is false and 
places an unfair burden on mixed-race readers.

Rip-roaring verse but painfully simplistic messaging. 
(Picture book. 4-7)

MR. BEAGLE GOES 
TO RABBITTOWN
Doody, Lori
Illus. by the author
Running the Goat (44 pp.) 
$9.95 paper  |  Jan. 26, 2021
978-1-927917-31-2  

When bunny mittens mysteriously 
vanish in Rabbittown, a newcomer 
investigates.

A pleasant place where “every bunny knew every bunny, 
and every bunny was friends,” Rabbittown proves less than 
welcoming to Mr. Beagle when he arrives and opens a corner 
shop. Unsure of this new dog in town, bunnies avoid Mr. Beagle’s 
store, leaving him bored. Then bunny mittens disappear; “soon 
every bunny had lost a mitt or two.” Using his “good nose for 
sniffing out trouble,” helpful Mr. Beagle explores Rabbittown, 
encountering the same scent everywhere a mitten is missing. 
Following the scent, Mr. Beagle notices “something fishy” 
about one particular bunny, leading to a surprising resolution 
that raises town awareness. The deceptively simple text engages 
in clever wordplay, including repeated use of the phrase “every 
bunny,” suggesting Rabbittown may be a great place for bunnies 
but not for others. Amusing, tiny signs scattered throughout 
Rabbittown cheekily reinforce the pervasive bunny theme 
(“Lapin Dancing,” “Sadie Hopkins Dance,” “Hip Hop Class,” 

“Hare Salon”). Neatly rendered in precise, thin, black outlines, 
the illustrations reduce buildings, animals, and objects to 
one-dimensional, colorful, simple patterns. Teeny rabbits, 
distinguished only by their size, fur color, and apparel, populate 
the streets and shops of Rabbittown, inviting readers to join 

Mr. Beagle’s thorough exploration of “every bunny” for clues to 
solving this charming conundrum.

A whimsically told, timely message of inclusivity with 
appeal to “every bunny.” (Picture book. 3-7)

INTO THE FOREST
Dorion, Christiane
Illus. by McGuinness, Jane
Bloomsbury (64 pp.) 
$21.99  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-1-5476-0457-9  

This immersive nonfiction picture 
book offers a walk through all kinds of 
forests.

Each spread in this delicately illus-
trated volume offers either a forest scene or a guide to types of 
trees by shape, with animals and insects labeled and described. 
The first spread, “Forests of the world,” offers a global map 

The deceptively simple text engages in clever wordplay.
mr. beagle goes to rabbittown
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what does it mean to 
“just be a kid”?

Even as more attention is being paid 
to offering thoughtful, diverse rep-
resentation in children’s literature, 
there’s still pushback. “Just let kids be 
kids,” goes the argument. Don’t bur-
den them with “too many issues.”

There’s a lot to unpack here. First-
ly, what is “just being a kid”? As a his-
tory graduate student, I read Philippe 
Ariès’ classic Centuries of Childhood 
(1962), which turned me on to the 
fascinating study of childhood in the 

past. Later, I helped my friend Christine Gross-Loh with 
research for Parenting Without Borders (Avery, 2013), which 
shows how contemporary cultures disagree radically about 

“what children need.” The idea of a “normal” childhood is re-
ally just a myth.

Secondly, what are “issues,” exactly? There is no element 
in fiction—from setting and dialogue to conflict or character 
growth—that is not the product of a specific cultural setting 
and values. When people complain about “too many issues,” 
it’s often a coded way of referring to the life experiences 
of people from marginalized groups. I believe this critique 
reflects the discomfort of readers who, when they encounter 
children’s books that address the large and small ways race, 
sexual orientation, and other factors influence daily life, are 
suddenly jolted out of the comfortable misapprehension that 
their own lives and concerns are universal.

Dominant cultural identities are continually affirmed 
and presented as synonymous with the human experience in 
books and the media. For many, however, daily awareness of 
identity is an inextricable part of just being a kid. Teachers 
and librarians who steadfastly ignore this reality signal that 
they are not a receptive audience; ironically, they may never 
win children’s (or parents’) trust enough to learn more about 
how some children actually experience childhood.

If a book deals explicitly with issues, how does that 
interfere with the kid reading it just being a kid? Again, 
obliviousness is often equated with innocence as part of a 
dynamic that privileges children from dominant groups. 
While many children do not have the option of ignoring the 
impact of their identities, children from dominant groups are 
perceived as needing to be protected. Pretending that identity 
is not already part of children’s lives does not magically make it 
so—it just makes adults dangerously clueless.

Children absorb content they are ready for, hence their 
drive to reread as maturity and comprehension grow. As a 
librarian I witnessed the intense relief of children who finally 
saw their lives mirrored in books. Books that explicitly delve 
into the subject of identity can offer validation and hope, 
model ways of supporting friends, educate children isolated 

in homogeneous communities, and encourage empathy 
across differences.

I recently read a middle-grade title in which a White child 
meets a woman—initially described only as tall, with a big 
dog—whom she calls “scary.” It turns out the woman is Black. 
If she had been tall with long blond hair and a golden retriever, 
would “scary” have been the child’s initial impression? What 
does this say to Black kids who know that fear of Blackness 
can be fatal? To non-Black kids who are passively absorbing 
these same racist tropes? 

The following middle-grade titles 
do a superlative job of presenting child-
friendly, realistically textured worlds in 
which exploration of identity happens 
organically:

The List of Things That Will Not 
Change by Rebecca Stead (Wendy 
Lamb/Random House, April 7): 12-year-
old Bea is the center of a classic story 
about a White girl growing up and 
taking responsibility for her actions 
but with a modern twist that includes her gay dad and his 
fiance, her mother’s adjustment since the divorce, and well-
rounded treatment of Bea’s anxiety and eczema.

The Only Black Girls in Town 
by Brandy Colbert (Little, Brown, 
March 24): The impact of a third 
person on an existing best-friendship 
is a perennially popular topic, here 
enriched by the layers that navigating 
race brings to the story. California 
girl Alberta loves to surf and hang 
out with her dads. The arrival of 
another Black girl her age in the 
neighborhood is both rewarding and 
complicating. 

Show Me a Sign by Ann Clare 
Lezotte (Scholastic, March 3): New 
England has been the setting of 
much historical fiction, but this 
tale of a real Martha’s Vineyard 
community in the early 1800s where 
a significant percentage of villagers 
were Deaf offers gripping adventure 
and thoughtful commentary on 
Deaf culture and hearing people’s 
prejudices as well as racial divisions.

Laura Simeon is a young readers’ editor.

Leah O
verstreet
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with the different types of forests indicated in a way that 
shows the connection between proximity to the equator and 
forest type. After a brief overview of a tree’s life cycle and 
structure and the route from tree to forest, the book details 
each type of forest—coniferous, deciduous, and tropical—
including the animals that live in each, what kinds of seeds the 
trees distribute, and what the different kinds of trees within 
look like. The thoughtfully detailed design offers multiple 
ways to use this book: for browsing alone, for nature study, or 
for an extended read-aloud. While most of the facts presented 
are basic, the poetic text (“The forest is still and crisp, as snow 
softly and slowly tumbles down”) and the lovely artwork make 
this offering as pleasant as a stroll through a forest. The small 
font makes this most accessible as a read-aloud or for fluent 
readers. Activities (how to plant a tree, animals to find in the 
illustrations), a glossary, and online resources round out this 
book. (This book was reviewed digitally with 11.8-by-18.6-inch 
double-page spreads viewed at 61.2% of actual size.)

A welcome addition to nature lovers’ shelves, for reference 
and browsing. (Nonfiction. 6-10)

MARSHA IS MAGNETIC
Ferry, Beth
Illus. by Alvarez, Lorena
HMH Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 26, 2021
978-0-544-73584-2  

Marsha uses science and engineer-
ing skills to test a hypothesis on how to 

make friends.
Wide-eyed and bespectacled with a triple-braided pouf of 

red hair, Marsha stands out at school, but not in the ways she 
wants. As her birthday fast approaches, everything is ready to 
go except the guest list. Marsha ponders how she can bridge 
social gaps to not only invite classmates to her party, but maybe 
even make some friends. Though she may not know social 
expectations, she definitely knows science. Through obser-
vation, questioning, and the testing of a hypothesis, Marsha 
hopes to discover what really attracts friends. The comical elec-
tromagnetic outfit she wears to school, inspired by her dad’s 
offhand remark about “magnetic personality,” sure does draw 
people in, though in unexpected and troublesome ways. Viv-
idly hued and bright-eyed cartoon illustrations from Alvarez 
capture the childlike whimsy and creativity of the protagonist’s 
big idea. Along with eye-catching illustrations, a good dose of 
humor and a happy ending will draw in plenty of new friends 
for our heroine. Marsha and her parents have light-brown skin, 
and her school is a bustle with diverse classmates and teachers.

Marsha will surely attract many fans. (Picture book. 4-7)

UNLIKELY FRIENDS
Feuti, Norm
Illus. by the author
HarperAlley (64 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-06-302157-0 
Series: Beak and Ally, 1 

An alligator introvert and a boister-
ous blue songbird build a new friendship.

Ally, a bright green alligator, enjoys a 
life of solitude in the clear blue swamp. This peace and quiet, 
however, is upended when extrovert Beak moves into the 
neighborhood. A “Yellow-Bellied Fee Boo bird,” Beak was “born 
to sing” and is delighted to have someone new to befriend—
whether Ally wants to be befriended or not. Although they 
agree that their only commonality is that they “were both 
hatched from eggs,” Beak is sure they should be friends. When 
his newly built nest—and nest-warming party—is hijacked by 
a “Long-Billed Party Pooper,” an antagonistic gray bird, Ally 
decides to stand up for Beak and intimidate the Party Pooper 
into scramming. Beak’s steamrolling of the unwilling Ally is 
played up for humor, but readers with strong social-emotional 
skills may find themselves made uncomfortable by Beak’s 
unwillingness to take no for an answer. Feuti’s art is bright and 
expressive. Clean lines, plenty of white space between panels, 
and a clear narrative arc with three short chapters make this a 
solid choice for emerging readers. 

This series opener is cute, but it delivers a dubious message 
on boundaries. (Graphic fiction. 6-10)

DON’T HUG DOUG 
(He Doesn’t Like It)
Finison, Carrie
Illus. by Wiseman, Daniel
Putnam (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jan. 26, 2021
978-1-984813-02-2  

A cheerful approach to basic consent.
In rollicking text readers learn that Doug, a brown-skinned 

child with red glasses, “likes to sort his rock collection, and try 
on his sock collection, and draw with his chalk collection.” He 
often has a smile on his face and “just doesn’t like hugs.” “Doug 
likes YOU,” the book assures readers, explaining that Doug only 
likes good-night hugs, from his mom. The next page points to 
people of various ages and racial presentations and poses a ques-
tion: “Can you hug these people? There’s only one way to find 
out.” “ASK!” Doug rejoins. Readers learn that “Some people love 
hugs. Lots of people don’t. And lots of people are somewhere in 
the middle.” A collage of purple, green, and blue people (and 
one porcupine), one in hijab and the others with racially differ-
entiated hair, share their preferences around physical affection. 
The story ends with Doug racing around high-fiving a diverse 
group of humans and nonhumans. Especially important is that 
Doug never gives a reason why he doesn’t like hugs—he just 
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doesn’t, and the reason why doesn’t matter, because he gets to 
make that decision for himself. Even though it doesn’t have—
or really need—a plot, this book will still be fun to read aloud 
or explore independently. (This book was reviewed digitally with 
9.5-by-19-inch double-page spreads viewed at 8.3% of actual size.)

An excellent update on the golden rule: treat people how 
they want to be treated. (Picture book. 4-7)

REMEMBERING BARKLEY
Frankel, Erin
Illus. by Yang, Aboo
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Oct. 1, 2020
978-0-8075-9448-3  

A black Lab copes with the loss of a 
canine best friend.

Bear narrates in the first person, 
directing remarks to the presumably deceased Barkley, who 

“didn’t come back today.” Bear’s sadness is clear in both body lan-
guage and text, and so is Jacob’s, the dogs’ human, an elementary-
age White child in a puffy purple coat. Bear and Jacob walk along 
an obviously familiar route. When Jacob tosses “our ball” into the 
lake, Bear just watches as it bobs away. Bear tries to find Barkley 
under Barkley’s favorite tree, commenting as Jacob looks up at 
the autumnal foliage and the sky beyond, “I hadn’t thought to 
look for you up there”—the story’s only (and very oblique) ref-
erence to a possible heavenly afterlife. Months pass, and grief 
still weighs down both Jacob and Bear till one day Bear carries a 
ball to Barkley’s tree, triggering first anger in Jacob and then an 
outpouring: “Jacob was raining!” The two friends keep returning 
to Barkley’s tree, where “some days Jacob rained” but eventually 
he laughs. This highly understated tale offers lots of openings 
for conversations, and an afterword about discussing grief with 
children should help caregivers navigate them. Yang’s pastel-
hued illustrations depict a suburban North American landscape, 
tranquil compositions allowing the text to do its work. Bear’s size 
relative to Jacob is inconsistent, a mild distraction for children 
wondering whether Bear is a puppy or not.

A useful book for children processing grief. (Picture book. 4-8)

TABITHA AND FRITZ TRADE 
PLACES
Frawley, Katie
Illus. by Stansfield, Laurie
Two Lions (40 pp.) 
$13.95  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-1-5420-0854-9  

It’s the getaway that’s everything 
Fritz and Tabitha want and need…until 
it isn’t.

Tabitha, an orange cat from the suburbs, and Fritz, an 
elephant with a yen for travel, meet on the website Lair-bnb. 
Tabitha needs to get out of her little brick house—and away 

from Claudia, her little human, who’s a bit aggressive with the 
makeovers. Fritz has had enough of the herd for a while. Fritz 
loves the “watering hole” (a swimming pool) that Claudia takes 
him to after his long flight. Tabitha’s overjoyed to find some 

“family in the area” (a pair of cheetahs). (Throughout, readers 
are treated to Stansfield’s visual representations of the animals’ 
misconceptions.) But soon the excitement of the swap wears 
off. Fritz nearly cracks a tusk on a giant fake doughnut outside 
a bakery, and Tabitha’s mouse pizza horrifies Fritz’s herd. After 
a disaster when Fritz mistakes Claudia’s birthday party for his 
and a painful run-in with a hippo for Tabitha, both think an 
early swap back is a good idea—but their thank-you gifts to each 
other indicate warm feelings on both sides. Frawley’s tongue-
in-cheek tale is told entirely in Lair-bnb messages between the 
two vacationers as each describes their trip to their counterpart. 
Starting with the endpapers, Stansfield’s bright cartoons 
offer plenty of little background giggles as well as plenty of 
foreground laughs. 

A satisfying spin on the trading-places trope. (Picture book. 
2-7)

PIRATE STEW 
Gaiman, Neil
Illus. by Riddell, Chris
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-06-293457-4  

This book could serve as a recruiting 
drive for pirates, mostly because of the 
hair.

Pirate hair, in Riddell’s illustrations, is glorious. It’s powder 
blue, or it’s peaked like twin mountains or forms crests like 
waves in the ocean. More important, the pirates have joyous, 
irresistible smiles. But the two children who find themselves 
babysat by these benign buccaneers are still suspicious. The 
pirates in this picture book don’t follow the rules of ordinary 
seagoers. When they make their titular stew, the ingredients 
include “a Jolly Roger” and “half a sack of gold doubloons.” If 
you eat it, they say, “You’ll become a pirate too!” The artwork 
also blithely veers from the text. Gaiman says that the chief 
pirate has gray hair, but in Riddell’s delicately lined cartoons 
his beard is a bright, cheerful blue, proving that no one should 
ever trust pirates or artists or children’s-book authors. But it’s 
hard to be afraid of buccaneers who shout things like “Toodle-
pip!” The crew is diverse enough—in wardrobe and in racial 
presentation—that almost any reader can feel welcome. The 
children have brown skin and come from an interracial family, 
with a White mother and a Black father. The rhythm of the 
rhyming text is instantly catchy, though it’s so dense that a word 
and its rhyme occasionally become separated when the layout 
places them on different pages. (This book was reviewed digitally 
with 9.8-by-15-inch double-page spreads viewed at actual size.)

Readers may wish that Talk Like a Pirate Day lasted all 
year long. (Picture book. 4-9)

It’s hard to be afraid of buccaneers who 
shout things like “Toodle-pip!”

pirate stew
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THE DEER’S ANTLER TREE
Ge, Bing
Illus. by Yang, Lei
Reycraft Books (48 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Nov. 6, 2020
978-1-4788-6981-8  

A deer takes great pride in his ant-
lers, which grow so tall and heavy that 
he moves to a meadow in order to avoid 
entangling them in branches.

Leaving his friends behind, the deer worries he’ll become 
lonely. At the meadow, two birds build a nest in his antlers; bees 
construct a hive in them; a spider casts a web among them; 
and a butterfly and katydid join the group of creatures nestled 
there. The animals repeatedly save the deer’s life, the bees 
stinging a hungry wolf and the creatures together distracting a 
hunter (depicted with light-brown skin and black hair). In the 
end, they lift the deer into the air to save him from a flood. The 
story opens with the stately stock phrase “once upon a time,” 

giving it a timeless feel, and the language is descriptive in spots 
(“the sky sparkled azure blue and the sun spread its warmth”). 
But running throughout is a strain of sentimentality, including 
the element of anthropomorphized animals (smiling, chatting 
forest creatures). Repeated changes in type size and color are 
distracting and don’t afford children the opportunity to glean 
subtext from the story itself. There is occasionally a discon-
nect between illustrations and tone, such as pictures in which 
the deer’s eyes may strike some readers as sinister though they 
mean to present as friendly. While some readers will appreciate 
the theme of kindness, others may find it unsettling that the 
deer erases his physical boundaries in order to make friends.

A well-meaning story that stumbles. (Picture book. 4-8)
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BEWARE THE CLAW!
Goldman, Todd
Illus. by the author
Graphix/Scholastic (128 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $9.99 paper  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-338-64847-8
978-1-338-64846-1 paper 
Series: Hound Heroes, 1 

Blame Spider-Man.
When Peter Parker was bitten by 

a radioactive spider, he developed the 
spider’s most notable abilities, like the ability to walk on ceil-
ings. This graphic novel follows the same model, but the dogs 
in the story develop even less-glamorous abilities after a space-
ship crashes in their neighborhood. They develop the powers of, 
well, dogs. They can shed super amounts of hair and spurt super 
drool. The jokes are just as silly. Many of them simply repeat 
the same lines over and over again. Great Dane keeps shout-
ing, “There’s a spaceship in our backyard!” and when Sheepdog 
asks where it came from, Great Dane says, “Space, I’m guess-
ing. ’Cause of the name. Spaceship.” Those sequences require 
patience, but some of the jokes are so dopey they’re clever. A 
horde of evil kittens is distracted by a gigantic laser pointer, 
and a mecha-chicken is adorably random. But the most appeal-
ing feature may be the characters’ expressions. When a kitten 
uses Sheepdog as a stepstool, the dog’s befuddlement is price-
less. The artwork is made up of such simple, open shapes that it 
looks like a coloring book—or it would if Goldman hadn’t filled 
it in with bold, eye-catching blocks of color. The few humans in 
the story are diverse.

When the jokes work, these hounds are almost as 
ridiculous as the greatest superheroes. (Graphic humor. 7-10)

WHERE WONDER 
GROWS 
González, Xelena 
Illus. by Garcia, Adriana M. 
Cinco Puntos Press (40 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Feb. 16, 2021
978-1-947627-46-8  

Celebrate the wondrous stories that exist all around thanks 
to the marvels stored in rocks.

A group of dreamers follows Grandma to her special garden. 
They spread a plush blanket upon the ground and gather the 

“magic rocks and relics from nature.” The young dreamers sit and 
wonder as Grandma holds the rocks in her hands, calling on the 
fiery wisdom of the ancestors molded into testaments of time. 
What about “the ones with super powers?” ask the dreamers. 
Grandma takes a crystal—shot through with shades of plum 
and streaks of cerulean—and speaks of curanderas who harness 
the healing powers of “quartz of all kinds.” Next, consider 
the might of coral reefs and shells, deep in the depths where 
water smooths even the most stubborn rock. Grandma and her 
dreamers then ponder the meteorites in their hands, envisioning 

the arcs that these starry fragments undertook to arrive on 
Earth. Expanding on the infinite flights of fancy unearthed in 
All Around Us (2017), González (Tap Pilam Coahuiltecan Nation) 
and Garcia’s latest enchanting collaboration plumbs deeper into 
the natural curiosities that shape readers’ earthly realities. It’s a 
sweet summoning emboldened by González’s starry-eyed text, 
an assortment of phrases and statements that gesture toward 
the promise found in young readers everywhere. Garcia’s 
muralist background lends itself here to striking, gorgeous 
artwork that embodies a whimsical sense of cosmic compassion. 
Overall, the art showcased in this hopeful manifesto soars.

Simply dazzling. (rock facts) (Picture book. 5-10)

DIAMONDS
Greder, Armin
Illus. by the author
A & U Children/Trafalgar (36 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-76087-704-0  

A tale from Italy via Australia that takes the shine off of 
diamonds. 

Carolina, a little, inquisitive White girl, watches Mama 
don her diamond earrings as she prepares for a fancy-dress 
occasion. Carolina asks what the earrings cost. Mama doesn’t 
know; Uncle Winston gave them to her “because he loves me 
very much.” Carolina’s quick-fire questions and Mama’s terse 
answers reveal that Winston purchased them in Antwerp, Bel-
gium, but the jewels were mined in Africa, where Amina, their 
Black nanny, comes from. When Carolina learns that Amina 
has no diamonds, Mama abruptly ends the questioning, grabs 
her clutch, and leaves. After Amina puts her to bed, Carolina 
dreams, starting with Amina’s digging in a diamond mine, 
where armed men kill and brutalize the miners, after which a 
sequence of black-and-white scenes depicts the journey of the 
gems, which pass through many middlemen, each of whom 
receives a cut of the profits. Finally, the earrings land in Mama’s 
hands in a little purple box (the only purple object in the illus-
trations—notably, a royal color), to her obvious delight. When 
Carolina awakens crying, it is Amina, not Mama, who com-
forts her. Greder’s haunting, dark, charcoal-and-pastel images 
capture the devastation, greed, and secrecy that accompany 
the diamond trade. The juxtaposition of Amina’s tenderness 
against Mama’s stern silencing of Carolina’s probing questions 
speaks volumes. Three afterwords reveal further truths about 
this destructive industry. (This book was reviewed digitally with 
8-by-23-inch double-page spreads viewed at 23.6% of actual size.)

This picture book about a gemstone composed of 
nightmares isn’t for little ones. (Picture book. 10-adult)
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OFF TO SEE THE SEA
Grimes, Nikki
Illus. by Zunon, Elizabeth
Sourcebooks Jabberwocky (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 1, 2021
978-1-4926-3829-2  

The family from Bedtime for Sweet Creatures (2020) is back 
for bathtime.

The previous book’s precocious toddler laughingly hides 
from Mom (Dad’s reading in the living room) when it’s clear 
bathtime looms. The child is persuaded to the tub with the 
promise that “Bath time is full of magic!” Changes in the color 
and capitalization of the type emphasize certain elements of 
the story (without any clear pattern) as Mom, who narrates, uses 
the power of imagination to make bathtime an adventure. The 
water coming out of the faucet is a “WATERFALL”; “MON-
STERS” (in yellow) appear on the high seas in the form of a sin-
gle rubber ducky, which elicits a “squeal” (also in yellow) from 
the child; mother and child “CRASH [in red] against the waves” 
aboard a pair of toy tugboats. Zunon’s art is lovely as ever, and 
her use of colors heightens engagement. It’s unfortunate that, 
as in the prior book, readers see the mother as the more active 
parent. If this family returns for a third outing, here’s hoping 
for more balanced parental responsibilities. Regardless of this 
gender-normative misstep, this companion to Bedtime for Sweet 
Creatures is adorable. All characters are Black. 

A joyous chronicle of the delight that a bath can bring—
imaginative and charming. (Picture book. 2-5)

SNOW BIRDS
Hall, Kirsten
Illus. by Desmond, Jenni 
Abrams (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-4197-4203-3  

Rhyming couplets introduce birds 
one might see in spite of winter snows.

Hall describes behaviors that help 17 species survive cold 
winters. She begins and ends with the blue jays familiar to 
readers east of the Rockies: a pair that takes peanuts from a 
feeder to hide for later and then, in spring, builds a nest for a new 
generation. In between she introduces a broad range of birds, 
some residents and some with shorter seasonal migrations 
that end in parts of the U.S. that are cold and snowy. Carolina 
wrens, snow geese, black-capped chickadees, American tree 
sparrows, downy woodpeckers, and northern cardinals are 
birds whose winter ranges span much of the country; common 
redpolls, snow buntings, black rosy-finches, Atlantic puffins, 
Bohemian waxwings, ruffed grouse, great gray and snowy owls, 
and golden crowned kinglets frequent only small parts. Readers 
are quite unlikely to encounter an ivory gull stealing its winter 
food from polar bears! Desmond’s double-page spreads show 
the birds beautifully, and they include important details about 
their appearances, their usual numbers, and their environments. 

Predominantly done in muted tones with lots of black, white, 
and shades of gray, they have spots of color when appropriate. 
Where the bird’s sounds aren’t included in the poem, they’re 
worked into the images. Hall’s skillful poetry reads aloud well, 
making this a solid candidate for small-group storytime even 
where the birds—or even the snow—aren’t familiar. (This book 
was reviewed digitally with 10.5-by-18-inch double-page spreads 
viewed at 81.6% of actual size.)

An attractive addition to the nature shelf. (further 
information) (Informational picture book/poetry. 4-8)

Zunon’s art is lovely as ever, and her use 
of colors heightens engagement.

off to see the sea
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PABLO CAN’T SLEEP
Higuet, Aurélia
Illus. by the author
Clavis (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-1-60537-589-2  

Can’t a guy get any rest?
Pablo is a tired rhino who wants some shut-eye, but he can’t 

get to sleep. His porcupine pal hugs him, and…well, a quill in 
his hide doesn’t induce sleepiness. Pablo seeks a soporific 
atmosphere near the pond. What he gets instead is a crowd 
of singing frogs. Will meditating in the forest help? Not if his 
tickling monkey pal has anything to say about it. Finally, the for-
est quiet prevails, and it looks like Pablo might fall asleep after 
all—until a malodorous friend arrives with foul-scented good-
night wishes. That’s it! Pablo heads to the quiet desert, decid-
ing it’s his last hope for a peaceful rest. Wouldn’t you know it? 
The silence and solitude remind him of his friends and all the 
fun they have together. Feeling lonely, Pablo returns to the for-
est, where his pals greet him warmly, helping him realize that 
good companionship solves his restless-night dilemma. This 
gentle but thin story, an import from Belgium and the Neth-
erlands and translated from Dutch, reinforces the importance 
of friendship. But being surrounded by one’s bosom buddies 
at bedtime is perhaps not the message caregivers might wish 
their little ones to take to heart. The charming paper-collage 
illustrations are colorful, sweet, and atmospheric, conveying 
a good sense of settings and animals characters’ personalities. 
(This book was reviewed digitally with 8.3-by-22.8-inch double-page 
spreads viewed at 72.5% of actual size.)

A cozy-enough bedtime story—but nothing special. 
(Picture book. 3-6)

DEAR GRANDMA
Hill, Susanna Leonard
Illus. by Joseph, John
Sourcebooks Wonderland (32 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-7282-2261-5  

Celebrating the mutual-admiration society of grandmothers 
and grandchildren.

This upbeat text has the tone of an expanded greeting 
card. It begins with a child writing a note to Grandma (“Do 
you know you’re the best?”) and then continues to show how 
grandmothers offer unconditional love and acceptance in myr-
iad magical and practical ways. The text’s sentiments are clear 
even when the sentence structure is not: “You’re grab pots and 
pans, / let’s make a band, / cheer up and bake / a rainy Saturday 
cake….” In this illustration, a grandma frosts a cake while sing-
ing into a wooden-spoon microphone; one grandchild pretends 
to strum a broom while two younger kids bang pots and pans. 
The whole family has brown skin and puffy black hair. It’s not 
all boisterousness. “Take a walk so we can talk, / hold my hand 
and understand / that sometimes things don’t go as planned.” 

Here, a young child with black braids walks with a grandma 
(rather improbably) wearing both a hijab and a bindi; both have 
brown skin. Bright cartoon illustrations of racially diverse gen-
erations show grandmothers and grandchildren actively swing-
ing through a jungle and challenging a dragon as well as quietly 
engaging in pep talks and enjoying a seaside visit complete with 
sand castle building. Blank pages invite readers to add their own 
thoughts and pictures about grandma.

A thank-you note from grandchildren to grandmothers. 
(Picture book. 4-8)

THE BALLAD OF TUBS 
MARSHFIELD
Hoffman, Cara
Harper/HarperCollins (208 pp.) 
$11.89  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-0-06-286547-2  

Can a frog and his community sur-
vive devastating changes to their swamp? 

Tubs Marshfield is on a quest to 
find out. A musically talented frog who 

loves his Louisiana home, Tubs reconnects with his beloved 
cousin Lila after she returns home from medical studies at the 
Sorbonne in Paris to establish a practice. When Lila begins to 
notice and track increasingly ill creatures of the swamp, a search 
ensues for the cause. Along the way, Tubs encounters an alliga-
tor witch named Pythia who urges him to leave the swamp and 
use his songs to reach those who live beyond it. Eventually the 
source of disease is identified as polluted water from a factory, 
and Lila attempts to convince the human factory representa-
tive that all of the disease it is causing will eventually affect him 
as well. The swamp wildlife collaborate and rally to fight the 
changes to their ecosystem head-on, turning desire into action. 
Hoffman is a former environmental reporter and accomplished 
adult novelist, but this middle-grade fantasy has some rough 
edges. Early on, there’s some awkward back and forth between 
creatures who leave the swamp to enrich themselves and return 
versus those who choose to stay consistently, and, disappoint-
ingly, Hoffman uses nonstandard grammar as a means to differ-
entiate characters of presumably lower educational attainment 
from others. Songs are spritely and fun.

What the story lacks in plot, it makes up for in heartfelt 
messaging. (author’s note) (Fantasy. 7-10)

THE TROUBLE WITH 
PENGUINS
Jordan-Glum, Rebecca
Illus. by the author
Roaring Brook (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-250-20848-4  

When a group of penguins meet a human, everything 
changes. At first, they’re all happy…until they aren’t.

A thank-you note from grandchildren to grandmothers.
dear grandma



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1 5  o c t o b e r  2 0 2 0   |   9 3

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

One day, a penguin meets a child—simply referred to 
as “the person”—roasting marshmallows. After spending a 
companionable time with the person, the penguin rejoins 
its group and tells them all about fires and marshmallows. 

“Naturally, [they all want] to roast marshmallows by the fire, too.” 
At first, they are “all happy to share one little fire that gave off the 
most delightful warmth”—until they aren’t. (It seems penguins 
don’t like to share.) As the birds each start building their own 
fires, the ice cracks, and they find themselves each on their own 
piece of ice. At first, that’s nice, until they are lonely. Eventually, 
they find their way back together again and give communal life 
another try, “and that was no trouble at all.” It’s quite charming, 
but ultimately, the message of the story is a little murky. Is it 
about friendship and the perils of not sharing, perhaps? Or 
the need to balance individual desires with community needs? 
Or is there an environmental angle to it, with all the warming 
from the fires changing their habitat? Sweet, textured penguins 
drawn against cool-colored washes of wintry blue and purple 
backgrounds populate this cautionary tale. The child is pale 
with dark hair. (This book was reviewed digitally with 8.5-by-22-
inch double-page spreads viewed at 18% of actual size.)

Children will need a little guidance from their adult 
readers to navigate this one. (Picture book. 3-6)

I WANT TO RIDE THE TAP TAP
Joseph, Danielle
Illus. by Ganthier, Olivier
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Dec. 29, 2020
978-0-374-31214-5  

This bright book about a Haitian child’s special outing will 
have everyone wanting to ride the tap tap.

Claude has always wanted to ride the tap tap, the privately 
owned, brightly colored bus Papa rides every day, but he always 
seems to have schoolwork or chores to do instead. All week 
long, Lendi through Vandredi, Claude and Manman accompany 
Papa to the bus stop, where Claude meets all the interesting 
passengers, and every day the tap tap drives away without him. 
He feels like he is missing all the fun. On Samdi, they don’t 
even go to the stop. Then, on Dimanch after church, Claude’s 
parents surprise him with a ride on the tap tap! The family 
heads to the beach, where Claude has a chance to see and learn 
from all the tap tap passengers he met during the week, fishing, 
making a straw hat, playing the steel drums, and painting a 
picture—of the tap tap! Luminous, textured illustrations invite 
children to imagine themselves sliding around on the seat 
of the tap tap bus with Claude, looking out its heart-shaped 
windows, and bouncing down the street. The characters’ brown 
skin shines with dancing color, and the endpapers evoke the 
tropical urban landscape in all its warmth. Haitian Creole turns 
of phrase pepper the text, a glossary in the back supplementing 
contextual clues. (This book was reviewed digitally with 8-by-20-
inch double-page spreads viewed at 33.7% of actual size.)

Every young reader will resonate with Claude’s happy day. 
Bon bagay! (Picture book. 4-8)

WHEN FATHER COMES HOME
Jung, Sarah
Illus. by the author
Orchard/Scholastic (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-338-35570-3  

A young Korean boy’s feeling of long-
ing is captured in this story of a father who works far away from 
his family.

“Will Father come home tomorrow?” asks June, a young 
Korean boy, of his mother. Curiously, a photo of the father 
dreamily transforms in the accompanying illustration into the 
shape of a goose flying across the sky. The next day, June and 
his older brother, Hyun, return from school, rushing into the 
arms of a goose dressed in a shirt and tie. Scenes of a happy 
family quickly pass by, with the affectionate father consis-
tently depicted as an anthropomorphic goose. Soon enough, 
there is “a goodbye that happens often,” as June embraces his 
father before he flies away again. The author’s note reveals the 

– Kirkus Reviews

The Kids’ Guide to a Better Planet

You Can Change the World
By Lucy Bell 
978-1-5248-6092-9, Hardcover
Age range: 8-12
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Korean phrase, gireogi appa, which literally means goose dad. (Lit-
eral-minded readers befuddled by the goose symbolism might 
wish this information had appeared in an introduction.) Jung 
describes a lifestyle in which fathers work and live apart from 
their families to provide for their children’s education. The 
sacrifice, however noble, has consequences. Debut author/illus-
trator Jung captures the tender emotions through images in a 
warm color palette of peaches and browns. The writing, how-
ever, lacks cohesion, with limited flow between the pages. Still, 
the pain of missing a parent, which this book captures, is one 
many children will recognize.

Striking illustrations carry the load in this heartfelt story 
of parental absence. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE GREAT ESCAPE
Katz, Alan
Illus. by Lopez, Alex
Harper/HarperCollins (96 pp.) 
$5.99 paper  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-06-290929-9 
Series:  S.O.S.: Society of Substitutes, 1 

The mystery of missing class pets: Is 
something nefarious afoot?

Second grader Milton Worthy feeds 
the class ferret, Noah, before class begins 

and then doesn’t close the cage securely. When Noah escapes, 
that’s when things get odd. Mrs. Baltman sends them out for an 
unscheduled early recess, and when they return, she is gone. In 
her place is a substitute: Milton’s mother. Mrs. Worthy doesn’t 
behave like a normal sub, either. She sends some students on a 
ferret hunt while others are ordered to seek blueprints of the 
school. While the class is on yet another unscheduled recess, 
Milton hides to spy on his mother and discovers her great secret. 
His mother is a helmet-wearing secret agent sent from the Soci-
ety of Substitutes to thwart Noah, an evil genius who intends 
to teleport everyone to Evil Pet Island. A distracting overuse of 
ellipses and a disjointed narrative are bound to make this a chal-
lenge for readers transitioning to chapter books; milestones 
appear at the end of each chapter, but use of devices such as 
questions or comments to boost reader engagement is inconsis-
tent. A mix of prose with speech bubbles in the cartoon illustra-
tions may appeal to readers comfortable with comics. Diversity 
is conveyed primarily through the illustrations, buttressed by 
naming convention; Mrs. Baltman, Milton’s mother, and Mil-
ton all present White, though the class as a whole appears more 
diverse. 

A new chapter-book adventure series opens with a 
whimper. (prompts) (Adventure. 7-8)

FROM HERE TO THERE 
Inventions That 
Changed the Way the 
World Moves
Kirkfield, Vivian
Illus. by Ford, Gilbert
HMH Books (96 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-1-328-56091-9  

These innovations in transportation 
should inspire readers to go far.

Sure, readers may know about Henry Ford or Katherine 
Johnson, but have they heard about Raye Montague and her 
computer-designed guided-missile frigate? What about Bertha 
Benz and her fateful test-drive of her husband’s invention? Or 
what inspired Herbert Everest and Harry Jennings to redesign 
wheelchairs? They will, in this nonfiction tribute to 12 inven-
tors and innovators who changed the ways human travel, influ-
encing nine different forms of travel, from hot air balloons to 
rocket ships. The text is supported by full-color cartoon illus-
trations that enhance the text. Additional facts appear on the 
bottoms of various pages, supplementing the narrative without 
distracting from the main text. While the stars of the book (all 
White except for Montague, a Black woman) are clearly the 
inventors and innovators, educators will also delight in the hefty 
amount of supplemental backmatter. Source notes guide read-
ers through quotes included, and a selected bibliography offers 
both print and web-accessible fodder for curious readers hop-
ing to learn more about each inventor. Historical illustrations 
in the bibliography welcome readers to explore. A timeline that 
runs across the endpapers helps anchor the subjects and their 
inventions in history. 

Will inspire as it educates. (index) (Nonfiction. 10-14)

PLEASE DON’T READ 
THIS BOOK!
Kizis, Deanna
Illus. by Boughton, Sam
Philomel (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-0-593-11681-4  

A blue-green blob demonstrates that 
some rules are meant to be broken.

The blob looks like a round splatter 
of paint, with stick limbs and big eyes. 

“Oh, hi. I see you’ve opened this book,” it says in greeting. It 
warns that there are rules in the book. “You” must not do “any 
of the cool or awesome things” the rules say not to do “because 
then you’ll have WAY too much fun.” Listeners at just the right 
age may find this rib-ticklingly funny. The first rule is that a 
fart noise must not be made, with large letters to sound out the 
noise strewn colorfully across the two-page opening. While 
possibly a cheap chuckle, given the audience, it allows listeners 
to feel bold and enjoy some silly, supervised rule-breaking. The 
white background and creative use of text placement, size, and 
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color keep the visual focus on the simple, instructive narrative. 
The blob demonstrates additional rules, becoming larger and 
more animated in its agitation as an unseen listener apparently 
breaks the following rules: do not make “the weirdest, silliest, 
most RE-DONK-A-DONK face you can,” or “tap your head 
and rub your belly at the same time,” or “hug yourself and yell 
I AM THE BEST,” or “turn to whoever else is in the room and 
say YOU’RE AWESOME, TOO!” And finally, “please do not 
ask to read this book again.” Good luck. (This book was reviewed 
digitally with 10-by-20-inch double-page spreads viewed at 30.3% of 
actual size.)

Slight, but inviting of energetic engagement and laughter. 
(Picture book. 2-5)

A STRANGER COMES 
TO TOWN 
Kristjansdottir, Maria
Illus. by the author
Starfish Bay (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Nov. 1, 2020
978-1-76036-086-3  

Henry goes out with his sled and 
finds adventure on a snow-filled day in 
his very small Icelandic village.

He looks down from a slope and 
notices a large white shape on the beach and discovers that 
it is a very large polar bear. Polar bears can be fearsome, but 
this one seems shy and lost. His village is no place for a polar 
bear, so kindhearted, pragmatic Henry decides to help it find 
its way home. First a disguise is needed, in the form of a large 
red sweater and cap swiped from a clothesline. Several stops to 
assuage the bear’s hunger empty the food shops and leave the 
bear even larger than before. With Grandpa’s help and quite a 
lot of ingenuity, while still maintaining secrecy from the clueless 
villagers, they are able to get to the harbor, where they must use 
two boats in tandem to get their huge traveler safely home. The 
author/illustrator tells the spare tale in a matter-of-fact manner 
employing simple, brief sentences placed in a world of white, 
befitting the Arctic setting. The bright cartoon illustrations, 
appearing in small vignettes as well as single- and double-page 
spreads and on the endpapers, flesh out the story with imagina-
tive, often hilarious details. Amid the fun is a gentle, subtle mes-
sage about the very real plight of polar bears. Henry, Grandpa, 
and the villagers all present White.

Fun-filled, delightful, and inventive. (Picture book. 4-9)

HARRY AND THE GUINEA PIG
Lambert, Nancy
Illus. by Joshaghani, Saba
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-06-274773-0  

A new adventure for the little white 
dog with black spots, rendered “in the 
styles” of the original series’ author and 
illustrator.

Opening as usual—“Harry was a white dog with black spots 
who liked everything…”—the tale finds Harry “not pleased” that 
a visiting guinea pig is “getting all the attention.” He regains his 
top-dog status after sneaking into school and (somehow) open-
ing its cage during show-and-tell, then tracking it through the 
playground, past a shushing librarian, and into the cafeteria, 
where it is sitting on a table munching veggies. The children’s 
praise for this “clever detective work” settles Harry’s ruffled fur 
so he can happily get “back to his old tricks.” After this bland 

The bright cartoon illustrations flesh out the story
with imaginative, often hilarious details.

a stranger comes to towns
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story, readers may well be happy to return to those old tricks as 
well. Aside from tinting the skin of Harry’s family slightly (they 
now have peach skin and rosy cheeks but still present White) 
and introducing some racial diversity to the school’s group 
scenes Joshaghani’s illustrations don’t add anything fresh or 
updated either. But this is meant, after all, to be a nostalgia trip. 
Starting with the cover picture, the figures, furnishings, dress, 
décor, and even the overall compositions echo Margaret Bloy 
Graham’s. At least this offers the comfort of familiarity…and 
the actual author and illustrator get title-page credits (albeit in 
much smaller type than Graham and Gene Zion). (This book was 
reviewed digitally with 11-by-17-inch double-page spreads viewed at 
77% of actual size.)

A lackluster effort to latch on to a stalwart classic. (Picture 
book. 5-7)

SHE CAUGHT THE LIGHT
Williamina Stevens Fleming: 
Astronomer
Lasky, Kathryn
Illus. by Swaney, Julianna
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-0-06-284930-4  

A scientific dreamer grounded in 
hard work.

Poetic, accessible text combines with intricate, appealing 
illustrations to portray Williamina Stevens Fleming (1857-1911), 
talented astronomer, resilient and highly intelligent individual, 
and the first woman given an official title (curator of astro-
nomical photographs) at Harvard University. Her early years 
are gracefully depicted (her exposure to the magic of chemis-
try and light via her photographer father; her job teaching at 
age 14 after his death; how she left Dundee, Scotland, in order 
to marry and move to Cambridge, Massachusetts), leading up 
to her husband’s disappearance and her path to astronomy. 
Alone and expecting a child, she secured a job as a maid in 
the home of the director of the Harvard College Observatory, 
where she asked questions, absorbed information, and was 
eventually hired to study and calculate the colors produced 
by stars and recorded by the observatory. Her discoveries and 
her love of astronomy rise to the surface and will inspire an 
interest in young readers and listeners while the struggles and 
inequities she faced—raising a child alone, subsisting on low 
wages, not being allowed to use a telescope out of spurious 
concern for her health—show the difficulties she dealt with 
as a woman of the time and how she paved the way for others. 
Swaney’s delicate cartoons depict Fleming in Edwardian garb, 
a White woman amid an almost all-White cast. (This book was 
reviewed digitally with 11-by-18-inch double-page spreads viewed at 
57.4% of actual size.)

Both an intriguing introduction to astronomy and an involv-
ing tale of a strong woman who overcame adversity. (timeline, 
glossary, biographical note, author’s note, bibliography) (Picture 
book/biography. 6-10)

OVER THE SHOP 
Lawson, JonArno
Illus. by Leng, Qin
Candlewick (49 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-5362-0147-5  

In this wordless tale, a chosen family 
forms.

As a child washes breakfast dishes, 
their harried grandparent exits the 

kitchen directly into a general store, revealing that they live 
in rooms behind their shop. Upstairs, a rental apartment sits 
empty, rejected by prospective tenants, until a new couple looks 
past its grubby, run-down state. With elbow grease and enthu-
siasm, they fix peeling wallpaper, cracking plaster, and cabinets 
hanging off hinges. They also give the shop’s exterior a new 
coat of paint and share in running it, easing the grandparent’s 
workload and spirits. A new family of four is born. Leng uses 
unbordered panels, sometimes full-page, sometimes small and 
square, sometimes horizontal. Her ink-and-watercolor paint-
ings are gentle and dreamy, with a real beating heart. Child and 
grandparent are White; the new family members are an inter-
racial couple, one brown-skinned (long hair, billowy skirt), one 
Asian-presenting (short hair, jeans). A few carefully placed pride 
rainbows make queerness explicit: a barely noticeable rain-
bow belt; a rainbow hat, tiny in a distance shot; and, finally, an 
unmistakable (and unprecedented for this shop) rainbow flag 
hanging outside the business at the very end. Careful readers 
may deduce that the Asian tenant is a transgender man, signaled 
through an extremely subtle plot point. Poverty and the child’s 
early loneliness are subtle too, but warmth never is.

A wordless, singing infusion of love and energy into a home. 
(Picture book. 4-8)

CUTHBERT GRANT
Lindstrom, Carole
Illus. by Woods, Linus
Reycraft Books (64 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Oct. 22, 2020
978-1-4788-6866-8  

An illustrated biography of an early-19th-century Métis 
leader.

 Alas, a fascinating life does not make a fascinating read in 
this book about Cuthbert Grant (1793-1854), mixed-race son of a 
Scottish fur-trader father and Métis mother. Author Lindstrom 
(Turtle Mountain Band of Ojibwe Indians) presents Grant here 
as a man ahead of his time due to his combined Indigenous 
and Western education. With a foot in both worlds, he gains 
influence in powerful business circles and rises to help his people 
through the creation of a Métis town known as Grantown in 
the wake of laws that prevented them from hunting the buffalo. 
Notably, the story positions him as loyal to the fur trade. He 
is a champion of the Métis and protector of the hunt, though 
his reasoning goes beyond tradition to commercial concerns. 

Leng’s ink-and-watercolor paintings are gentle 
and dreamy, with a real beating heart.

over the shop
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The frequently digressive text mentions both the death of his 
father and the tragic disappearance of his wife and child with 
flat language that does little to invest readers. The battles and 
wars are mentioned in passing, and little attention is given to 
the competing value systems of the era. If Grant was passionate, 
conflicted, or angry, readers do not feel it. Illustrator Woods 
(Long Plain First Nation) gives this dryly factual biography all of 
its color, combining the occasional photo with vivid, textured 
paintings. (This book was reviewed digitally with 9-by-22.8-inch 
double-page spreads viewed at 22% of actual size.) 

The Métis visionary never fully comes to life in this book.
(author’s note, bibliography) (Biography. 8-12)

THE PUPPET’S SMILE
Lyu, Lina
Illus. by Li, Rong
Reycraft Books (40 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Nov. 6, 2020
978-1-4788-6971-9 
Series: Tears of Puppet 

A puppet learns the importance of expressing emotion in 
this Chinese import.

An old carpenter makes a puppet, remembering to give it a 
nose and eyes. Oh, and a smile so the puppet can be happy. With 
a permanent smile upon his face, the clownish puppet ventures 
out into the city, where he encounters a sly fox. The incident is 
terribly distressing, but no one believes that a smiling puppet 
could be anything but happy. Finally, a kindly witch gives the 
miserable toy a gift. Puppet realizes, “You can’t be happy if you 
can’t smile. But feeling everything else is just as important.” The 
illustrations of this fablelike story have a childlike whimsy, with 
their tilted perspectives and exaggerated movements. Thick, 
crayon-y lines and the occasional splash of ink augment cut-
paper elements. The text is brief, moving the story along briskly. 
The decorative type it’s printed in is playful, yet the frequent 
changes in size and orientation are visually overwhelming at 
times. The concluding moral about the importance of feeling 
and showing emotions could act as a conversational springboard, 
but it also reinforces the false idea that the only acceptable way 
to express emotion is the typical way. Indeed, might the old 
carpenter be the one in need of a lesson about emotions rather 
than his creation? The puppet, witch, and carpenter all have 
pale skin. (This book was reviewed digitally with 10-by-20-inch 
double-page spreads viewed at 36% of actual size.)

This picture book about expressing emotions comes with 
good intentions but an outdated message. (Picture book. 4-7)

SHAKING UP THE HOUSE
Méndez, Yamile Saied
HarperCollins (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-06-297072-5  

Two sets of sisters battle to be the 
best pranksters.

The López sisters, 12-year-old Win-
nie and 11-year-old Ingrid, have lived in 
the White House for the past eight years. 
As daughters of the first Latinx president, 

they’ve carried the burden of being perfect role models as well 
as they could despite Winnie’s impulsivity and Ingrid’s joker 
side. However, with only seven weeks left in their father’s presi-
dency and the new first family staying as guests at the White 
House, the López sisters wholly embrace the tradition of prank-
ing the incoming administration. With 12-year-old identical 
twins Zora and Skylar Williams moving in as the daughters of 
the first Black woman president, there are plenty of opportu-
nities to perform elaborate jokes. The Williams twins retaliate 
with gusto, and soon the pranks escalate, causing trouble in the 
White House, endangering historical artifacts and First Ferret 
Lafayette, and leaving Secret Service agents scrambling to do 
their jobs. The girls must learn to restrain themselves before 
they do irreparable damage to their families’ images and their 
parents’ legacies. The story is told through chapters alternating 
among the four girls’ perspectives, giving a glimpse into their 
struggles to express their personal identities and the added 
pressures of being children of color in the public sphere. Read-
ers who enjoy mischief will find this an amusing and instructive 
read in the art of pranking.

Delightfully silly and enjoyable. (Fiction. 8-12)

BOY MEETS GHOUL 
Half Term and Other 
Horrors
Milano, Birdie
Pan Macmillan (288 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Jan. 1, 2021
978-1-5098-4867-6 
Series: Boy Meets, 2 

This sequel to Boy Meets Hamster 
(2020) does not suffer from sophomore 
slump.

After escaping a summer caravan park with his dignity (and 
a new boyfriend), English teen Dylan and his family are back in 
a second adventure complete with the same dry wit and frantic 
humor of their first outing. This time, football-savant Dylan 
is signed up for Feet of the Future, a weeklong soccer training 
camp in Manchester during his school’s half-term break. Best 
friend Kayla is tagging along once more, as she’s signed up for 
the accompanying cheerleader training. Of course, this is a ruse: 
Kayla is really there for metal group Deathsplash Nightmares’ 
Ghoulish Games gig on Halloween. Sure, the concert is sold 
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out, but Kayla has plans to create a viral video in order to win 
tickets from a local radio station. With Leo off dancing in 
a show and their contact limited to text and the occasional 
video chat, Dylan is distracted by fellow footie teammate and 
original school crush Freddie. Readers of the first story will be 
clamoring to pick up this second adventure, and its British slang 
combines with quick-paced humor to deliver a hilarious punch. 
Most main characters are White; the first volume cues Kayla as 
biracial (Filipino/White) and Leo as Black.

Will have readers rolling on the floor with laughter. (Fiction. 
10-14)

ANYTHING WITH YOU
Mylie, Charlie
Illus. by the author
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 24, 2020
978-0-374-31252-7  

Seek and ye shall find…magical explorations courtesy of 
close friendship.

So this gentle story, narrated with few words and illustrated 
with delicate, autumnal-colored artwork, tells us. A confident, 
purple-shirted gray mouse coaxes a more timid orange-shirted 
brown pal (who sports an acorn cap as…well, a cap) who’s been 
poring over a nature guide to come on an exploration outdoors. 
Why simply browse pictures of natural wonders when you can 
search for the real things? Off the pair treks into the woods, 
looking everywhere and busily examining everything. They 
encounter various flora and fauna, including a rascally squirrel, 
not to mention vivid fall leaves, among which they tumble 
merrily. During their outing, the murine friends show off several 
clever feats of ingenuity, helping them realize that, together, they 
can meet challenges. The youngest readers/listeners will warm 
to this cozy fall-themed charmer with its reassuring messages 
about companionship and mutual helpfulness. Emergent 
readers should find success navigating the simple, first-person 
text. Sweetly humorous, expressive illustrations ably support 
the explorers’ camaraderie and good cheer. Depictions of how 
the mice creatively make art of found objects and savor nature 
books together following their outing are particularly charming. 
Endpapers resemble a scrapbook filled with samples of finds 
the friends noted or brought back from their adventure. (This 
book was reviewed digitally with 8.5-by-19.6-inch double-page spreads 
viewed at 25% of actual size.)

Charming laptime and group-reading fare; a reminder that 
friendship works in all seasons. (Picture book. 3-6)

A SLED FOR GABO
Otheguy, Emma
Illus. by Ramírez González, Ana 
Atheneum (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-5344-4534-5  

Waking up on a cold winter morning 
to fresh snow makes little Gabo wish for nothing more than a 
sled…and maybe a new friend.

Gabo walks into the kitchen to the familiar sounds of 
the old steam radiator whistling and a can in a saucepan on 
the stove, bouncing as the water boils, when he sees children 
from his new school sledding outside. Gabo very much wants 
to join them, but his hat is too small, his socks are cotton (not 
wool), and his shoes are not waterproof. And he doesn’t have a 
sled. Gabo’s mom helps out, and with his dad’s hat, four pairs 
of socks, and plastic bags over his sneakers, he is ready to go 
outside. Gabo comes across different neighbors and family 
members in his community, and eventually he makes a new 
friend who is good at thinking outside the box and teaches him 
that a cafeteria tray can be a sled with a little imagination. This 
sweet story centers a Latinx family and touches on issues of 
poverty. Spanish words and phrases are scattered throughout, 
accessible to non–Spanish speakers through context, though 
some touches (such as the dulce de leche Gabo enjoys with 
his new friend at the end of the day) are left unexplained for 
readers familiar with the culture to savor. The illustrations are 
bright and cheerful, making everything stand out nicely against 
the snowy day. Big expressions on Gabo’s face will be easy for 
young kids to identify and relate to what he is feeling across his 
journey. (This book was reviewed digitally with 8-by-18-inch double-
page spreads viewed at 48.5% of actual size.)

A charming winter story about friendship and making do 
with love. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE BEAK BOOK
Page, Robin
Illus. by the author
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-5344-6041-6  

If you thought beaks were just for 
pecking, think again.

This picture book examines in piercing detail the astonishing 
adaptability of birds’ beaks. Twenty-one different birds from 
different parts of the world are illustrated to show the unique 
functions of each species’ beaks. The kiwi’s nostrils are located 
at the end of its beak to allow it to smell its food before ingesting 
it. The shoebill stork has a large, heavy beak ideal for crushing 
fish “or the occasional lizard or baby crocodile.” The common 
tailorbird can actually sew leaves together using spiderweb silk 
to make a nest, and the macaw uses its hooked beak to climb 
trees. The unbelievably cute Atlantic puffin uses its hinged beak 
(aided by spines inside its mouth) to hold a big mouthful of fish, 
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and of course, most birds use their beaks to make their first 
entrance to the world out of the egg. Brightly colored collage 
close-ups of each bird’s head and beak adorn the spare, white 
pages, with brief text describing the function of each bird’s 
beak and a small vignette of the whole bird, showing how the 
bird uses its beak. A double-page diagram showing where the 
birds live and what they eat is included, but the maps are a 
bit small and unlabeled, requiring readers who are unfamiliar 
with world geography to seek out other sources. (This book was 
reviewed digitally with 10-by-20-inch double-page spreads viewed at 
50.1% of actual size.)

An unusual insight into one aspect of the amazing adapt-
ability of birds. (bibliography, further reading) (Informational 
picture book. 7-12)

FLYING FREE
How Bessie Coleman’s 
Dreams Took Flight
Parsons, Karyn
Illus. by Christie, R. Gregory
Little, Brown (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-316-45719-4 
Series: Sweet Blackberry 

A story in verse of trailblazer Bessie Coleman, the first 
African American woman to earn a pilot’s license.

After learning about Harriet Quimby, a White woman 
who became the first American woman to earn a pilot’s license, 
young Coleman began to think that flying could be for her. A 
few years later, after moving to Chicago, she learned from her 
brother that women in France were pilots during “the war” 
(that this was World War I is never communicated). Inspired, 
Coleman tried in vain to find a teacher in the United States; 
undaunted, she moved to France, where she finally learned to 
fly before returning to the United States to inspire the nation. 
Coleman is a fascinating subject, but missing biographical 
detail and undocumented conversations do not suit this effort 
for the nonfiction shelves. Though the backmatter includes 
information about women in flight as well as notes from 
the author and illustrator, there is not enough information 
presented about Coleman’s life to answer the questions readers 
will have after finishing this book. Parsons’ verse is, sadly, too 
often simplistic and strained: “One day, Bessie’s teacher / 
Told them of how / A woman had become a pilot! / A huge 
breakthrough! Wow!” Christie’s characteristically powerful 
illustrations cannot mitigate the text’s weaknesses (though his 
note does inform those who read it that Coleman grew up in 
Texas, another fact Parsons leaves unsaid).

Doesn’t take flight. (timeline, photographs) (Picture book. 
4-7)

HUGSBY
Phumiruk, Dow
Illus. by the author
Viking (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-984835-98-7  

A tender story of the bond between a 
girl and her pet monster.

Shelly’s pet monster, Hugsby, is her 
best friend. Each day Hugsby greets Shelly with a hug after she 
returns from school. When Shelly’s school announces a Pet 
Monster Show-and-Tell Day, she becomes determined to teach 
Hugsby a new trick. Hugsby makes several earnest attempts 
to learn something new, including juggling and dancing. Shelly 
remains patient throughout this process, despite Hugsby’s lack 
of success, and tells him she loves him anyway. On the big day, 
Shelly is intimidated by her classmates’ pet monsters and their 
many talents. She starts to introduce Hugsby but is nervous until 
he envelops her in one of his trademark hugs, a return of the 
unconditional love and support she’s always given him. This tale 
is a gentle reminder about accepting others for who they are and 
of the value of quiet strengths like compassion. Shelly’s anxiety 
about Hugsby’s absence of talent provides a mirror for children 
who may feel insecure about their own status. Rendered in a 
soothing color palette of soft pastels, the illustrations reinforce 
that warmth and kindness are at the heart of this story. Shelly 
is cued Asian with pale skin and black hair; her classmates are a 
diverse group with different skin tones and hair textures. (This 
book was reviewed digitally with 10.5-by-17-inch double-page spreads 
viewed at 62% of actual size.)

Comforting and sincere, like every good hug. (Picture book. 
3-6)

TEN STEPS TO FLYING LIKE 
A SUPERHERO
Pilutti, Deb
Illus. by the author
Henry Holt (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-1-62779-650-7  

A toy superhero tries to fly with help 
from his human child sidekick.

Lava Boy, a White child, and Captain 
Magma, a superhero toy who presents as a White male, work 
together to save the day all the time. Captain Magma has many 
powers: superstrength, lava vision, and friendliness so strong 
it wins over evil villains. But he can’t help but wish he could 
fly. Once, a bird picked him up and flew with him; he dreams 
of repeating the experience, but to no avail. And he secretly 
fears Lava Boy might replace him for a better superhero, like 
Meteor Shower, a Black female superhero who flies. Captain 
Magma enlists Lava Boy to help him learn to fly, with a 10-step 
plan involving craft supplies, feathers, a high launching spot, 
and, of course, trying again if you fail. After Meteor Shower 

Rendered in a soothing color palette of soft pastels, 
the illustrations reinforce that warmth and kindness 

are at the heart of this story.
hugsby
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rescues Captain Magma, Lava Boy and Meteor Shower’s human 
sidekick, Star Girl (who is also Black), run off together, clad in 
their superhero costumes and clutching their respective toys. 
While some of the later plot turns feel a bit arbitrary, this simple, 
easy-to-read tale explores childcentric issues of relationships, 
trust, and learning with a humorous touch. Bright illustrations 
in primary colors with green backgrounds, fun lettering, and 
occasional speech bubbles evoke the comic-book superhero 
tradition. (This book was reviewed digitally with 11-by-17-inch 
double-page spreads viewed at 67.5% of actual size.)

There’s an apple neatly hidden in this superhero candy 
treat. (Picture book. 3-7)

IMAGINE A WOLF
Platt, Lucky
Illus. by the author
Page Street (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-62414-932-0  

A wolf speaks directly to readers 
about preconceptions.

On an abstract black-and–dark-gray 
spread, white text makes a request: “Close your eyes and imagine 
a wolf.” Two spreads later, a wolf shows up and asks, “Am I what 
you imagined?” This wolf sits cross-legged and slope-shouldered, 
holding a knitting project. An apron and high-heeled slides with 
cork soles complete the harmless impression. The wolf ’s gentle 
eyes are painted with complex irises and shifting colors. This is 
no fairy-tale predator—but other characters don’t notice that. 
On the sidewalk, pigs (three, natch) clutch one another in fear; 
in the yarn store, humans (one in a red knit cap) whisper and 
stare. A passing skateboarder screams “WOOOLF!”—terrify-
ing the poor yarn-carrying wolf enough to cause a stumble and 
fall into the street. This wolf does have sharp teeth—an intense 
close-up leaves no doubt—but uses them only to “hold the wool 
while my paw spins the wheel.” The knitting project? Sweaters 
for chilly sheep. Part of Platt’s compassionate message is crystal 
clear: This kind wolf doesn’t deserve street harassment or being 
brought to tears by prejudice. However, this wolf ’s tender inner 
character is symbolized by outward appearance: Readers see from 
first glimpse that this wolf isn’t dangerous, which undermines the 
attempted decoupling of appearance from morality. Human char-
acters’ skin is the background paper’s creamy white.

Very dear, but the message’s delivery is only partially suc-
cessful. (Picture book. 4-8)

GIRL CODE REVOLUTION
Profiles and Projects To 
Inspire Coders
Preuitt, Sheela
Lerner (32 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  $27.99 PLB  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-72841-377-8
978-1-5415-9672-6 PLB  

A combination collective biography 
of women in computer science and JavaScript workbook. 

After opening on an upbeat note, highlighting women’s 
historical roles in software development, the book then falls 
back on the dated trope of hammering in that these women 
were bucking sexism (“They loved what they did, and they did 
it well, disproving stereotypes that women were not suited 
for careers in STEM”), a defensive stance that won’t resonate 
with modern girls, who find a world of STEM toys catered just 
for them. Alternating double-page spreads offer profiles of 
female computer science pioneers, from such standards as Ada 
Lovelace and Grace Hopper to influential scientists of color, 
like Annie Easley, Tracy Chou, and Lyndsey Scott—though 
some readers might not be impressed that her billing of “Top 
Model and App Developer” places beauty before brains. These 
are interleaved with JavaScript projects on manipulating images 
and videos, using a tie-in website hosted by Vidcode, a women-
founded coding curriculum. The text’s instructions are often 
vague, with poorly defined terms—readers must use it while on 
the website. Unfortunately, the website also offers instructions 
that frequently don’t align with the book and miscalculates a 
beginner’s background knowledge. The result is needlessly 
fussy and likely to push kids to rely heavily on copy-and-paste or 
transcribing the book’s example code—if they don’t just give up. 

Despite valuable profiles of individuals, more an exercise 
in frustration than coding. (source notes, glossary, about Vid-
code, index) (Nonfiction. 11-14)

THE WORLD MADE A 
RAINBOW
Robinson, Michelle
Illus. by Hamilton, Emily
Bloomsbury (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Oct. 13, 2020
978-1-5476-0713-6  

A homemade rainbow serves as a 
bright reminder that all rainstorms end.

“All of the world had to stay home today,” a White child 
gripes, then jumps at her mother’s suggestion that they make 
a rainbow to hang in the window. Each color offers its own 
challenges and associations, from RED, which reminds the 
young painter of the chairs in her classroom, to VIOLET, the 
name of her sharply missed best friend. Why not give her a 
video call? As it turns out, Violet, a child of color, is making a 
rainbow for her window too—a terrific chance to get out of 
the house: “We walk to see hers, / and she walks to see mine. / 

Using paint, crayon, and paper collage, Hamilton illustrates 
Robinson’s reassuring rhyme with simply drawn scenes.

the world made a rainbow
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We wave to each other and really, it’s fine. / Not perfect—but 
neither’s my rainbow. So what? / I’m perfectly happy with all 
that I’ve got.” Using paint, crayon, and paper collage, Hamilton 
illustrates Robinson’s reassuring rhyme with simply drawn 
scenes that begin with a street scene in which several windows 
are filled with diverse residents longingly looking out and end 
with an equally diverse group of children (including one in a 
wheelchair) playing in a puddle beneath a big natural rainbow. 
The book alludes to the social isolation of the current pandemic 
without naming it or touching on the many tragedies it’s 
wrought, ending reassuringly: “we’ll still have each other when 
this rainstorm ends!” (Here’s hoping.) A portion of the proceeds 
will be donated to Save the Children. (This book was reviewed 
digitally with 9.6-by-21.6-inch double-page spreads viewed at 79% of 
actual size.)

Nonspecific, soothing, and likely to put rainbows in many 
a real window. (Picture book. 5-8)

VENETIAN LULLABY
Roth, Judith L. 
Illus. by Binney, Kendra
Page Street (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-1-64567-084-1  

Start the rocking chair in a gentle rhythm and snuggle up 
for a soothing naptime read and a bit of armchair traveling.

To help her young child fall asleep, a gondoliera mother 
poles the father and child on a soothing ride through Venice’s 
canals, complete with general city sights and sounds like 
nesting pigeons, a sleeping cat, and a dog in a window, as well 
as uniquely Venetian details like a gondolier singing, people 
chatting on bridges, lion sculptures, and curtains billowing out 
over the canals. Each spread contains one four-line stanza, most 
in an abcb pattern, including suggestive sleepy-time thoughts 
(“Boatman’s gonna sing, baby. / Close your sleepy eyes”) or 
sensory imagery (“Float like kites of drying laundry / lifting in 
the air”). Layered realistic illustrations in muted watery shades 
include a flowing thread of transparent, mostly water-based 
dream images that begin with hints of a starry sky. As the ride 
progresses and the child grows sleepier, the dream subtext 
becomes more detailed, illustrations featuring lions, fanciful 
seahorses, birds, dragonflies, fish, and merpeople. Although 
the text says it’s “time to take a nap,” the final illustrations 
show a nighttime sky suggesting that this might be a bedtime 
tale instead. Mother and baby have pale skin, and the father is 
tanned; general street scenes include people of color.

The lovely lull of the moving gondola and sensory rhyme 
will soothe both readers and listeners. (Picture book. 3-6)

JUST LIKE THAT 
Schmidt, Gary D.
Clarion (400 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-544-08477-3  

When unthinkable tragedy strikes, 
Meryl Lee Kowalski’s parents send her to 
a girls preparatory school while the war 
in Vietnam continues to rage overseas.

Schmidt returns to Hicksville, Long 
Island, the setting of The Wednesday Wars 

(2007), but only briefly. A beloved friend—maybe more than a 
friend?—dies in a tragic accident, and Meryl Lee is consumed 
with grief that she terms the Blank. Unable to fathom return-
ing to Camillo Junior High for her eighth grade year, Meryl Lee 
doesn’t protest when her parents decide to send her away to 
St. Elene’s Preparatory Academy for Girls in Maine. There, she 
is challenged by headmistress Dr. MacKnockater to discover 
what she will become accomplished in. Meryl Lee juggles this 
charge with navigating obstacles like snobby classmates and 
persnickety teachers, all the while trying to keep the Blank 
from overwhelming her. Meanwhile, Dr. MacKnockater takes 
in Matt Coffin, a mysterious boy whose dangerous past follows 
him everywhere he goes. Matt’s decidedly Dickensian storyline 
intersects with Meryl Lee’s as she makes friends in unlikely 
places and unwittingly begins to break down the classist social 
structures within St. Elene’s storied walls. Alternating between 
poignant moments of humor, melancholy, and occasional sus-
pense, Schmidt’s book sensitively explores the various ways grief 
has of bringing people together. Most characters are White. 

Offers solace and hard-earned hope in the face of 
heartbreaking loss. (Historical fiction. 10-14)

THE SNOW FOX
Shojaie, Rosemary
Illus. by the author
Starfish Bay (40 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Nov. 1, 2020
978-1-76036-099-3  

As winter arrives, a red fox finds him-
self alone and longing for a friend.

Nico, a red fox, lives deep in the 
“foggy forest” with his friends Ava the otter, Olive the raccoon, 
and Linus the badger. In spring they fish at the edge of a stream, 
in summer they watch the floating clouds, and in autumn they 
wander through fallen leaves. One frosty morning, however, 
Nico discovers his pals asleep. No matter what he does, Nico 
cannot budge his hibernating friends. Alone now in the snow-
covered forest, Nico searches high and low, but the “woods 
were silent and still, with no friend in sight.” Taking a positive 
approach, Nico creates a companion by building a fox out of the 
snow, but he feels “there’s still something missing.” The illustra-
tions, rendered in soft, pale washes of tan, gray, green, and white, 
evoke an ethereal, indistinct woodland background, enhancing 
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the still atmosphere of the spare text. Early double-page scenes 
of Nico and his friends playing together and his friends hiber-
nating together contrast sharply with later scenes of a lonely, 
solitary Nico, his rusty red fur distinct against the empty, snowy 
woods as he searches for a friend. Discerning readers will note 
the unobtrusive, watchful, camouflaged presence of a white 
snow fox long before Nico encounters an unexpected new 
friend. 

A quiet tale of friendship with a delightful surprise twist. 
(Picture book. 3-7)

ONE AFTERNOON
Sun, Hsin-Yu
Illus. by the author
Reycraft Books (32 pp.) 
$15.95  |  Nov. 6, 2020
978-1-4788-7029-6  

A child rides a bicycle through the neighborhoods of Taipei 
while a dog spends the afternoon at home, waiting. 

Each page of this thoughtful book portrays a wordless 
snapshot in split screen: The top features a child on a bicycle 
in a big city, riding past neighborhood shops, a subway station, 
high rises, and gatherings of people. Meanwhile, the bottom 
strip features an eager little terrier in a room with a window, 
outside of which city life passes by. The city is mostly colorless, 
rendered in delicate line drawings full of charming details, 
drawing readers’ attention to select objects in color: the red-
capped, yellow-jacketed child on the bicycle, a small orange ball, 
and, closer to home, other children and neighbors. The dog’s 
day is in color throughout, and when the child arrives home for 
a joyous reunion, the two panels merge, blooming into full color 
spreads as they end their afternoon together. Though there is 
not much plot, and some scenes require closer inspection to 
parse the situation (one image depicts people sitting at a barbed 
wire gate, behind which stand what look like police in riot gear), 
the pages are still a visual delight. The details of the shops and 
buildings are a tribute to the many faces of a big city while 
everyone can identify with the dog’s lonely afternoon at home. 
(This book was reviewed digitally with 7.5-by-19.6-inch double-page 
spreads viewed at 52.4% of actual size.)

A visually delightful wordless (and nearly plotless) 
afternoon in a fascinating city. (Picture book. 3-8)

THE IMPOSSIBLE CLIMB 
(YOUNG READERS 
ADAPTATION)
Alex Honnold, El Capitan, 
and a Climber’s Life
Synnott, Mark
Adapt. by Synnott, Hampton
Viking (224 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 26, 2021
978-0-593-20392-7  

A scramble into the wild world of rock climbing.
In 2017 free solo climber Alex “The Hon” Honnold climbed 

Freerider, a route with a ridiculously high hazard rating, without 
a safety line past fantastically tricky sections with deceptively 
mild names like the Boulder Problem, 3,000 feet up Yosemite’s 
slick El Capitan in just under four hours. Readers who stay the 
course will not only come away with a command of climbing 
jargon and glimpses of the community of free-range souls who 
speak it, but will experience a penetrating character study of 
a full-time rock climber who spends his days going from one 
challenge to another in locales ranging from Borneo to Chad. 
Slimming down her author husband’s more detailed account—
adding a personal introduction, toning down the language—
the adapter tries to position Honnold and his colleagues less 
as thrill-seekers than athletes pushing human limits. What 
remains is a patchwork, composed as much of the author’s 
autobiographical reminiscences about his own early attachment 
to dangerous feats as anecdotes about Honnold. Young readers 
may find speculations about whether Honnold has Asperger’s 
and/or an atypical amygdala more eye-glazing than illuminating. 
Considering his risky lifestyle, the Hon makes chancy role model 
material, but his seemingly paradoxical mix of impulsivity and 
obsessive attention to physical and mental preparation adds 
nuance and drama to his exploits.

A slippery jumble but not without plenty of thrills. 
(glossary, sources, photo credits) (Nonfiction. 11-13)

WILLIAM STILL AND HIS 
FREEDOM STORIES 
The Father of the 
Underground Railroad
Tate, Don
Illus. by the author
Peachtree (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 1, 2020
978-1-56145-935-3  

William Still’s chance encounter with his long-lost brother 
changed the course of his life and those of many other African 
Americans striving for freedom.

When Sidney Still escaped slavery in Maryland to join her 
husband, Levin, in New Jersey with their two daughters, she left 
their two sons behind. There, the family grew until William was 
born in 1821, youngest of 15. Tate’s economical, urgent narrative 
lays out these facts before recounting how young William 
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struggled to balance education with chores and Northern 
racism, At 26, he landed an office-clerk position at the Anti-
Slavery Society in Philadelphia and eventually opened his home 
as a “station” along the Underground Railroad. Finally meeting 
his older brother Peter during the latter’s escape inspired Still 
to gather identifying information and stories of the runaways he 
assisted, work that was instrumental in reuniting families who 
had become separated and that became a chronicle of “slavery’s 
nightmare.” Tate’s sentences are often short, underscoring Still’s 
effort and drive; when they occasionally lengthen, they land 
with a punch: “With three dollars in his pocket, and a billion 
dollars in pride, William planted himself north of the Delaware 
River in east Philadelphia.” His paintings often likewise play out 
in vignettes that capture action over time then linger lovingly 
on the expressive faces of his characters.

Brings deserved attention to the life of a man who 
dedicated himself to recording the lives of others. (timeline, 
author’s note, bibliography) (Picture book/biography. 5-9)

BUILDING ZAHA
The Story of Architect Zaha 
Hadid
Tentler-Krylov, Victoria
Illus. by the author
Orchard/Scholastic (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-338-28283-2  

Curious as a child, exploring mosques and palaces in 
Baghdad and wanting to create and construct the impossible, 
Zaha Hadid grew up to influence the field of architecture. 

In Tentler-Krylov’s telling, young Hadid’s interests in con-
struction sites and math grow as she ages, leading to her get-
ting a math degree in college and moving to London, where she 
studies architecture. She spends hours studying and sketching. 
Although she makes a name for herself in England, the ever 
unconventional Hadid is not hired to design buildings, so she 
enters competitions. After some difficulty, one of her innova-
tive designs becomes reality. Even when faced with obstacles 
and rejection, Hadid continues to defy form. Hadid dares to 
challenge the critics and meets negative feedback with deter-
mination and confidence, ultimately becoming the first woman 
to design an art museum in the United States and the young-
est ever to win the prestigious Pritzker Prize. Tentler-Krylov’s 
brushy watercolor illustrations create movement on the page, 
highlighting Hadid’s unique tilting, swaying, and floating struc-
tures. Short paragraphs advance the narrative spread by spread, 
describing how her subject’s passion became her career. An 
architect herself, the author/illustrator provides an enthusiastic 
note explaining her interest in Hadid along with a timeline and 
a bibliography; quoted dialogue is unsourced, and a small note 
on the copyright page emphasizes that the book is historical 
fiction and not strict biography. 

An inspiring story based on a dazzlingly influential life. 
(Picture book. 5-10)

NO ADULTS ALLOWED
Than, Gavin Aung
Illus. by the author
Random House (144 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  $21.99 PLB
Nov. 17, 2020
978-0-593-17505-7
978-0-593-17508-8 paper
978-0-593-17506-4 PLB 
Series: Super Sidekicks, 1 

Tired of being overlooked and under-
estimated, four sidekicks team up to prove they can be heroes 
in their own rights.

Called together by Junior Justice, “the world’s greatest 
martial artist,” this motley crew of young crime fighters also 
includes Flygirl, an acrobatic flyer who can weaponize insects; 
Dinomite, a creature who can transform into any dinosaur; 
and unlikely ally Goo. Goo, a large pink blob, is the creation 
of the villain Dr. Enok and recently escaped imprisonment; 
he assures the other sidekicks that he’s not evil and only 
looking for friendship. When the adult superheroes arrive to 
reclaim their sidekicks, they misjudge Goo’s intentions, and a 
giant battle ensues. Amid the chaos, Dr. Enok swoops in and 
kidnaps Goo. The sidekicks formulate a plan to rescue their 
new friend by combining their individual talents to take down 
Dr. Enok. This entertaining series opener charms with bright, 
full-color illustrations and loads of humor. Easy-to-follow 
panels and action sequences keep the pages turning, and the 
setting of sunny Sydney, Australia, is a refreshing departure 
from Gotham-like locales. Junior Justice is cued as Southeast 
Asian with black hair and light-brown skin, and Flygirl reads 
White with pale skin and red hair. Most of the adult heroes 
and Dr. Enok read White.

Armed with humor and heart, these underdogs are ready 
to step into the spotlight. (drawing tips) (Graphic adventure. 8-12)

EXPLORING THE 
ELEMENTS 
A Complete Guide to the 
Periodic Table
Thomas, Isabel
Illus. by Gillingham, Sara
Phaidon (224 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Nov. 11, 2020
978-1-83866-231-8  

An illustrated guide to the periodic table and all 118 
discovered elements.

Chic, minimalist illustrations and clear, engaging text 
combine in a striking and attractive design. An introduction 
describes elements (“the building blocks of everything”), chem-
istry (“the scientific study of all the different substances we find 
around us”), and the periodic table (“an important map, tell-
ing chemists and other scientists where to look when they are 
trying to answer a question, invent a new material, or solve a 

Chic, minimalist illustrations and clear, engaging text 
combine in a striking and attractive design.

exploring the elements
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problem”). In the chapters that follow, based on categories that 
group similar elements together, each element gets a two-page 
spread of its own. One page shows the element’s atomic dia-
gram, key properties, and main sources together with several 
paragraphs about its history and characteristics. The second 
page shows illustrations of the element’s significant forms, like 

“gemstones” for aluminum (rubies and sapphires are aluminum 
oxide crystals), and uses, such as “violet fireworks” for rubidium. 
Some less-common elements have shorter sections. Clean lines, 
scrupulous organization, and a palette based in primary colors 
present this complex information in a simple and pleasing way. 
Included with depictions of several White European scientists 
is an illustration of African American chemist James Andrew 
Harris. Written with infectious enthusiasm for science, the text 
also acknowledges the hard truth about technology: “Many of 
the elements used to make smartphones and other devices are 
quickly running out. Mining and using what is left is putting 
tremendous pressure on our planet.”

Could make a chemist out of anyone. (tables of elemental 
properties, recommended sources, glossary, index) (Nonfiction. 
8-14)

ULTIMATE ROCKOPEDIA
The Most Complete Rocks & 
Minerals Reference Ever
Tomecek, Steve with Lucarelli, Jim
National Geographic Kids (272 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Nov. 24, 2020
978-1-4263-3918-9  

Scattering sheaves of high-quality 
photos, a geologist digs into the wonder-

ful world of rocks.
Styling himself “The Dirtmeister,” Tomecek, with the assis-

tance of geology educator Lucarelli, enthusiastically squires 
readers through a tour of geology and geophysical processes, 
explaining how to understand what rocks communicate about 
our planet’s history, composition, and surface features. Pausing 
for closer looks at select minerals and phenomena as he goes, 
he covers basic topics, from the rock cycle and plate tectonics 
to how we use rock and mineral resources—from marble and 
granite to concrete and fossil fuels—and closes by questioning 
a working geologist about her interests and experiences. All of 
this is lit up by sharp, intensely hued images ranging from large-
scale natural vistas and digital cutaways to close-ups of intricate 
crystals, glittering gems, and gem-studded bling, fossils, and 
mineral specimens. Suggestions that the use of some resources 
might be problematic get uneven play; the author mentions the 
environmental effects of fossil fuel the use but not of strip min-
ing and likewise doesn’t acknowledge the horrific human cost of 
blood diamonds. The eye-catching visuals draw in readers, and 
the easy-to-navigate layout makes it suitable for casual browsers 
as well as those looking for a more in-depth reading experience.

Leaves a few tailings but mines its vast topic expertly. 
(glossary, lists of sites and resources, index, photo credits) 
(Nonfiction. 10-13)

GOOD NIGHT, SLEEP TIGHT
van den Berg, Esther
Illus. by the author
Clavis (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-1-60537-588-5  

Residents of Bug Hotel prepare for 
bed.

A perky ladybug named Dot peers 
directly at readers from the title page 
and announces she’s “checking to see 

who is ready for bed,” adding, “are you?” The initial page turn 
reveals a deliciously detailed, double-page cross section of Bug 
Hotel, with guests in their respective rooms engaged in evening 
activities as Dot arrives at the reception desk in time to “make 
sure all the other bugs are getting ready for bed.” Poised with 
her pencil and clipboard, Dot first visits Dung Beetle and joins 
him in a bedtime bath. Next, she finds Stick Bug selecting 
pajamas and chooses a polka-dot set for herself. As Fly prepares 
for tooth-brushing, Dot decides to do likewise. “Pill Bug is 
on the toilet” when Dot arrives (trailing some toilet paper), 
prompting her to observe “it’s always a good idea to pee before 
bed” to guarantee a “dry night.” Dot’s last stop is the room 
of Bookworm, who is of course reading before bedtime. Dot 
peruses a picture book. Before heading to bed, Dot reviews her 
bedtime checklist, but the bugs remind her there’s one last thing 
to do. The bold, colorful, detail-rich illustrations with their 
nighttime atmosphere and amusing crawly critters involved in 
their bedtime routines, the reassuring, repetitive “good night, 
sleep tight” refrain, and the generous physical format ensure 
rapt reader participation. 

A delightful guide to a perfect bedtime prep. (Picture book. 
4-7)

THE DOG WHO SAVED 
THE WORLD
Welford, Ross
Schwartz & Wade/Random (400 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Dec. 22, 2020
978-0-525-70748-6  

A pandemic breaks out in the 
northeast of England and the solution 
involves time travel.

Eleven-year-old Georgina Santos has 
always longed for a dog. Shaggy mutt 

Mr. Mash steals her heart, but unfortunately, the twosome can 
only meet during Georgie’s volunteer shifts at St. Woof ’s shel-
ter. On a beach outing with the shelter dogs, Georgie and her 
best friend, Ramzy Rahman, meet eccentric game developer 
Dr. Emilia Pretorius. The fortuitous run-in leads to the pair’s 
unwittingly participating in Dr. Pretorius’ greatest work, the 
Big Experiment, testing her multisensory virtual-reality envi-
ronments. When Georgie’s oversight in hygiene protocols at St. 
Woof ’s leads to the spread of canine-borne Ebola, Dr. Pretorius’ 

A delightful guide to a perfect bedtime prep.
good night, sleep tight
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Big Experiment might just be the key to ending the pandemic. 
Adventures ensue as Georgie and her pals race to retrieve a cure. 
Welford presents a fast-paced, female-driven STEM adventure 
in which short chapters that jump back and forth through time 
keep the plot moving, teasing the story of how everything came 
to be and keeping readers in suspense. Georgie has dark curly 
hair and light brown eyes; Ramzy comes from an unnamed 
war-torn country that no longer exists. Dr. Pretorius is a Black 
woman whose Afro is commented upon frequently, and her blue 
eyes cause Georgie to stare and squeak in surprise—a treatment 
that feels othering. The initial spread of the disease from a Chi-
nese family to a shelter dog may not land well in the current 
environment.

A time-traveling romp. (Science fiction. 8-12)

SPRITE’S SECRET
West, Tracey
Illus. by Bonet, Xavier
Scholastic (96 pp.) 
$4.99 paper  |  $24.99 PLB  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-338-62778-7
978-1-338-62779-4 PLB 
Series: Pixie Tricks, 1 

The early-aughts Pixie Tricks series, 
about using trickery to catch mischievous 
pixies, is back, lightly massaged, for a new 

generation of readers.
When her favorite marble is stolen by a toad, 8-year-old 

Violet Briggs’ pursuit leads her to an encounter with a fairy 
named Sprite. Sprite, a Royal Pixie Tricker, needs her help to 
find the 14 troublemaking fairies who escaped the Otherworld 
to make mayhem in Violet’s world. The first fairy they go after 
is fun-loving Pix, who makes even the most responsible adult 
abandon anything but the desire to play—forever! The ensu-
ing chaos is delightfully funny, and Violet must use her brains 
to stop him. The fresh, friendly new illustrations of this edi-
tion factor heavily in the seamlessly child-centered book 
design. Besides breaking up the text with images (so as not to 
intimidate young readers with text blocks), the illustrations are 
thoughtfully placed to fit the exact moment they occur in the 
story, working exceptionally well when the art crosses a double-
page spread. Just like the short chapters and simple vocabulary, 
the text blocks’ avoidance of hyphenated words at line ends or 
sentences that carry over to the next page keeps the book easily 
digestible for its emergent-reader audience. The inviting format 
and zany fun of the plot will leave readers excited for the next 
installment. Violet is White, and Sprite is green; human charac-
ters of color appear in the background.

A very welcome series revival. (questions and activities) 
(Fantasy. 6-9)

ELEVATOR BIRD
Williamson, Sarah
Illus. by the author
Knopf (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Nov. 24, 2020
978-0-525-64881-9
978-0-525-64882-6 PLB  

Elevator Bird operates the lift at a big city hotel, run by and 
for animals.

The staff do their jobs well. They adeptly welcome seals, a 
tiger family, a zebra, and a porcupine with colorful quills to the 
multistory hotel with the rainbow doorway. There is only one 
problem. Elevator Bird knows the city well, but he is always 
cooped up in the moving compartment or in his basement 
room, shared with Mousey the housekeeper. The basement has 
no windows, and Elevator Bird pines for “a room with a view.” 
He “longs for dark nights filled with city lights.” Mousey takes 
his request to the rest of the staff, and they quickly “hatch a 
plan,” smuggling supplies to execute it up the stairs to keep it 
secret. Elevator Bird is bored all day with no staff traffic, but 
that evening, “everyone piles in” to share in the wonderful gift 
for Elevator Bird: a room up on the roof, where he can enjoy 
the city views and the stars. The droll conversational tidbits 
(“Quelle surprise!” exclaims Elevator Bird) and the quirky, 
colorful illustrations create a humorous book with a worldly air. 
The children who might like this best will have visited an urban 
hotel, but the funny animals, many wearing human clothes, 
will appeal to all. Individual readers or listeners will enjoy the 
small details on every page. (This book was reviewed digitally with 
9-by-18-inch double-page spreads viewed at 37.3% of actual size.)

Sophisticated and sweet. (Picture book. 4-6)

A REAL FRIEND
Wolfthal, Jennifer
Illus. by Abbot, Judi
Clavis (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-60537-582-3  

Two friends feel and then heal a rift.
Benny, who presents as White, and 

Max, who presents as Black, are best friends. Opening scenes 
show them playing together at Benny’s house. Max seems to 
enjoy himself, but Benny grows increasingly annoyed by the 
lack of control he feels he has in their play. Finally, Benny 
grabs a gaming controller from Max because “Max [is taking] 
forever to play.” Max doesn’t take kindly to this act, nor to 
being told to go home. He leaves in a huff, declaring Benny is 
no longer his best friend. “Good! I’ll find a new best friend!” 
Benny replies. This “finding” involves making a new best friend 
named Jax, in a literal sense: Benny gathers boxes and other 

“odds and ends” and builds a robot who accompanies him in all 
the activities he once did with Max. Things work out fine until 
Benny realizes it’s boring to play with someone who never 
responds or does more than just sit there. In other words, he 
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misses Max. On the penultimate spread, Benny puts Jax into 
his wagon and goes to Max’s house. His friend welcomes them 
and introduces his new robot friend, Lenny. All is forgiven, and 
the boys and their robots play together at book’s end. Cartoon 
illustrations largely reflect the text, the two boys’ expressions 
easy to read on their perfectly round faces. (This book was 
reviewed digitally with 10.2-by-19.6-inch double-page spreads 
viewed at 15.8% of actual size.)

A feel-good read about a friendship that feels real, indeed. 
(Picture book. 4-7)

THE PEACH TREE BROTHER
Xue, Tao
Illus. by Du, Lingyun
Reycraft Books (24 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Nov. 6, 2020
978-1-4788-6980-1  

A young boy in China finds a way to 
save a family’s treasured tree.

As a child, Xiaoke’s father planted a peach pit outside his 
family’s home. The evenly paced narration reveals that Xiaoke 
now considers the now-grown tree “his peach tree brother,” 
and both father and son visit it even though his grandparents 
have already passed on. On a particular Lunar New Year, 
Xiaoke and his father visit the village and hang good-fortune 
poems on the doors. One month later, they return, observing 
the local barbershop busy with haircuts to welcome spring 
according to tradition. Resisting a trim, Xiaoke flees to his 
father’s now-abandoned old neighborhood, realizing that all 
the buildings are marked for imminent demolition. Worried, 
Xiaoke and a stray dog stand guard over the tree, pleading with 
the driver of the excavator to spare his brother. The driver 
questions the relation, arguing, “The peach tree’s hair is neat, 
but yours is so messy.” Finally Xiaoke has his hair trimmed, 
comically in the same shape as the peach tree’s branches. 
Satisfied, the driver avoids the tree, and Xiaoke and his father 
transplant both peach tree and stray dog to their city home. 
The narrative is punctuated by traditional sayings, the truth 
of which are borne out by the end. The charmingly simple 
illustrations bring texture and gentleness to this quiet story. 
(This book was reviewed digitally with 10-by-20-inch double-page 
spreads viewed at 74.5% of actual size.)

A sweet and simple tale imported from China. (Picture book. 
5-8)

SIGHTS AND SOUNDS 
OF SUMMER
Zhang, Jilou
Illus. by Zhang, Weixin
Reycraft Books (48 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Nov. 6, 2020
978-1-4788-6854-5  

Vivid illustrations accompany short poems about different 
insects and other garden critters.

The disconnect between the book’s title and its more-
specific subject is the first in a series of figurative and literal bugs. 
Each poem has a large, one-creature title, starting with “Spider.” 
All illustrations have pretty background flora in a pleasing 
spectrum of pastels. In general, the layout and text are kid-
friendly in terms of limited vocabulary and spare presentation. 
However, both art and text veer into many confusing directions. 
Occasionally, a poetic device works—as with a dragonfly 
that’s compared to “a little helicopter.” More often, apparent 
attempts at whimsy fail—once due to a mismatch between text 
that bemoans a centipede’s unshod state and art that depicts 
its many feet in shoes—usually due to overreach into absurdity 
or non sequitur, possibly due to clumsy translation (which is 
uncredited). For example, glowworms glow because “While 
reaping wheat last night, / A patterned handkerchief was lost.” 
Both art and text become grotesque when a cartoon simian 
breaks the legs of a mosquito (incorrectly gendered male). The 
mood is equally sinister when a moth begins to drown and cries 
to Auntie for help. (No help arrives.) The final—and longest—
piece is a morality tale about a butterfly’s hauteur, which is best 
understood by readers who recall the first poem. Butterfly’s 
plight is not for the faint of heart. Carol Murray’s Cricket in the 
Thicket (2017) is better encouragement for larval-stage poet-
entomologists. (This book was reviewed digitally with 9-by-22.8-
inch double-page spreads viewed at 89.7% of actual size.)

Uninspiring. (Picture book. 4-8)

BULLDOZER FRIENDS
Zimmerman, Andrea & Clemesha, David
Illus. by the authors
Christy Ottaviano/Henry Holt (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 24, 2020
978-1-250-30403-2 
Series: Digger Man 

The star of the Digger Man (2003) 
books returns in this low-key paean to construction and 
friendship. 

Fond as he is of his little brother, young Oliver doesn’t 
mind going to school because he has his friend Annie there. 
The two share a mutual love of building, drawing, trains, and 
other activities, but it’s during outside recess that they get to 
do what they really love: play with the toy construction vehicles 
in the sandbox. “We are a team. / We work together like a real 
construction crew,” says Oliver, operating a bulldozer as Annie 
does the same. In their imaginations, they actually drive trucks 
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on a fanciful construction site over several double-page spreads 
until at last they are called back inside. The book deftly mirrors 
such social constructs as sharing (sometimes Annie plays with 
Oliver’s bulldozer), friendship, and respectful play for those 
readers who may still find trucks more interesting than other 
kids. Gender equality takes the spotlight since Oliver and 
Annie are on equal footing at all times. Bright, colorful paints 
and clear-cut images add to the book’s already considerable 
appeal. Oliver presents White, and Annie presents Black. (This 
book was reviewed digitally with 9-by-18-inch double-page spreads 
viewed at 59.1% of actual size.)

Friendship and bulldozers. What could be sweeter? (Picture 
book. 2-4)

b o a r d  &  n o v e lt y b o o k s

YETI BABY!
Barks, Elias
Illus. by Hunt, Meg 
Hazy Dell Press (12 pp.) 
$8.95  |  Sep. 8, 2020
978-1-948931-12-0  

The creators of Alien Baby! and Big-
foot Baby! (both 2020) return.

Yeti Baby is another cryptid, a creature that may or may not 
exist beyond folklore. The yeti is also known as the Abominable 
Snowman, and while Yeti Baby is cute and not at all abomina-
ble, the hairy hominid is definitely at home in a snowy, wintry 
landscape. As in the previous books, a question is posed on the 
verso of each double-page spread and then answered by open-
ing a thick, durable, and easily operated flap on the facing page. 

“Who’s tromping through a chilly snowstorm?” When the flap 
with the image of a snowman is folded down, readers see: “It’s 
Yeti Baby, bundled up warm.” With snowy scenes, “gumdrop 
elves on candy cane skis,” a toymaker with a white beard and 
an elf assistant, and mistletoe, among other cues, this book is 
both a great winter read and a cute Christmas book. Similarly, 
companion title Pumpkin Baby! is ideal autumn reading, an only 
slightly spooky romp through a mildly creepy Halloween night. 
The artwork in both is eye-catching, with Pumpkin Baby!’s chilly 
fall colors, skeletons, bats, and jack-o-lanterns especially effec-
tive and surreal. Each baby encounters engaging supporting 
characters—elves and Arctic animals, or friendly witches and 
black cats, for example—and each book ends with its protago-
nist tucked safely and snugly in bed.

Mythic and magically charming. (Board book. 1-4) (Pumpkin 
Baby!: 978-1-948931-11-3)

A VERY HUNGRY WOLF
Baruzzi, Agnese
Illus. by the author
Minedition (16 pp.) 
$11.99  |  Sep. 29, 2020
978-988-8342-05-1  

A gluttonous wolf eats several crit-
ters in this lift-the-flap offering.

A large black wolf with pointy ears and teeth looms over and 
stares down his prey on the recto of each spread. This page is 
also a gatefold; when it’s opened, readers see, spread by spread, 
a bird, a squirrel, a frog, and more travel into the wolf ’s gullet, 
accompanied by the repeated refrain “CHOMP, CHOMP, 
down it went!” As the pages progress, the wolf ’s belly grows 
larger after each subsequent meal. That all changes when the 
wolf consumes a hedgehog and the quills don’t agree with him. 
He soon vomits them up—all alive and well—and feels much 
better. Readers are encouraged to guess what the wolf should 
eat next from a wide variety of fruits and vegetables, despite 
his carnivorous nature, likely in an attempt to get readers to 
follow suit. While predatory eating may not sound like the 
most natural topic for board-book–reading toddlers, Baruzzi’s 
cartoons are lighthearted and playful. The simply rendered 
characters in bold colors are alive with cheeky expressions, 
and the silly repeated refrain echoes many a children’s classic. 
The gatefold flaps are sturdy despite the thinner-than-typical 
board pages.

A delightfully silly romp. (Board book. 1-3)

THE MERMAID COUNTING 
BOOK
Diederen, Suzanne
Illus. by the author
Clavis (20 pp.) 
$12.95  |  Oct. 27, 2020
978-1-60537-583-0  

A young mermaid encounters differ-
ent sea creatures in this rhyming, counting board book.

The book opens with a mother-and-daughter mermaid pair, 
both White-presenting, setting off on an adventure. After spot-
ting two octopuses, curious Umi continues her discoveries solo, 
inviting readers to count (among other things) pearls, seahorses, 
and, at the end of the busy day, the stars visible in the sky. As the 
book progresses, the number of objects and animals increases 
from one to 10. The rhyming stanzas are basic, keeping a nice 
cadence, but there is also little surprising or creative within this 
familiar format. Diederen’s illustrations are the highlight, done 
in a pleasing and unusual palette of coral and salmon, set off 
with teal and even darker blues. These are a welcome change 
for readers well used to bright and bold neons in similar board 
books, though the low contrast suits this book to older toddlers. 
Umi looks young and charming in what looks like a full-body 
mermaid suit (as opposed to Mommy’s traditional shell bra 
and skin midriff), and the ocean’s creatures—even the often 

Simply rendered characters in bold colors are 
alive with cheeky expressions.

a very hungry wolf
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frightening angler fish—are equally darling and friendly. There’s 
one large plot hole, however: Where does Umi’s mother go, and 
why is Umi alone for most of the day? Readers might notice the 
flick of Mommy’s fin as she swims out of the frame, but there 
is never an explanation. Perhaps this is something lost in the 
uncredited translation from the original Dutch. Thank good-
ness little readers find a mother-daughter reunion of hugs and 
kisses at the end. 

It’s got high visual appeal, but don’t count on the text to 
deliver. (Board book. 2-3)

TUKTUT 
INNARUQPALLIANINGIT / 
LIFE CYCLES OF CARIBOU
Ittusardjuat, Monica
Illus. by Pedersen, Emma
Inhabit Media (26 pp.) 
$12.95  |  Oct. 6, 2020
978-1-77227-280-2  

Follow caribou as they grow in this bilingual English-
Inuktitut board book.

Caribou hold enormous economic and traditional signifi-
cance to the Inuit people, and this board book affirms their 
vital role in the community. Opening with a vulnerable “nur-
raq,” or “baby caribou,” the text defines the animal in three 
terms, first with Inuktitut syllabics, then with the Romanized 
version of the syllabics, and finally, the English translation of 
the word. Standing alone against a white background, the 
lanky baby caribou is gauzy and lightly shaded, a mostly natu-
ralistic animal imbued with a touch of softness. It’s followed 
by a full-bleed, double-page spread showing mother and baby 
amid a luminously colored, sweeping boreal landscape. As the 
book progresses, readers meet six specific iterations of caribou 
throughout their life spans, such as “nurraviniq,” or “young cari-
bou (male or female),” ending with a “pangniq,” or “bull caribou.” 
Each stage is accompanied by a handsome introductory portrait 
and then a tableau set against mountains, grassy meadows, or 
snowy expanses, demonstrating the Arctic environment’s rug-
ged beauty and diversity. Though no humans appear in this pic-
ture dictionary, the respect for both the Inuit language and the 
caribou itself is abundantly clear, and this book will be useful for 
native speakers and for those learning about Inuktitut. 

An elegant introduction to caribou and the language of the 
people who depend on them. (Board book. 1-4)

UP TO MY KNEES!
Lin, Grace
Illus. by the author
Charlesbridge (16 pp.) 
$6.99  |  Oct. 13, 2020
978-1-62354-123-1 
Series: Storytelling Math 

 A child uses a familiar standard to 
measure and compare the growth of a seed. 

It is spring, and a child is in the garden planting a sunflower 
seed. Eventually, after adding dirt, water, sun, and time, the seed 
sprouts. Bit by bit the seed reaches toe height, then knees, waist, 
and shoulders. By summer, the plant is taller than the child and 
produces a giant sunflower. The backmatter explains that these 
types of experiences will help children understand measuring 
tools later on. A “Try This!” section offers a few suggestions 
to encourage further activities to help children grasp the con-
cepts of size and measurement. Other books in the series are 
Circle! Sphere! (readers learn about shapes as a group of children 
blow bubbles); The Last Marshmallow (division and fractions are 
simply presented when two children with a cup of hot cocoa 
each must figure out how to share three marshmallows); and 
What Will Fit? (spatial sense is explored as a child at the farm-
ers market decides what will fit best in the basket). All books 
have a brief explanation of the math concept presented and a 
concluding section with suggestions for further related activi-
ties. Multiaward-winning Lin presents the concepts in easy-to-
understand short sentences paired with simple and attractive 
illustrations. The children depicted are Black and Asian.

Adults looking to engage little ones in early math concepts 
will not be disappointed. (Board book. 1-3) (Circle! Sphere!: 978-1-
62354-124-8;The Last Marshmallow: 978-1-62354-126-2; What Will 
Fit?: 978-1-62354-125-5)

A TRAIN JOURNEY
Illus. by LoMonaco, Gérard
Thames & Hudson (8 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-0-500-65182-7  

Four multilevel tableaux celebrate 
highlights in the “journey” of locomotives from the early 19th 
century to today’s speedsters.

The uncredited narrative overviews in this French import 
have been placed on the back sides of each tableau, which gives 
the connected, accordion-folded pop-up scenes a cinematic feel. 
The design also allows viewers to take long, close looks at the 
engines, stations, and crowds of small, bustling figures (the last 
all White except for one commuter in the most recent setting) 
in period dress without distraction. The historical moments 
begin with a depiction of the Rainhill Trials of 1829, which 
George Stephenson’s ungainly Rocket won by being the only 
competitor to finish the course. They go on to elevated views 
of New York City’s first, steam-driven elevated trains (seen here 
posed in a smoky cityscape over streetcars and horse drawn 

Though no humans appear in this picture dictionary, 
the respect for both the Inuit language and the 

caribou itself is abundantly clear.
tuktut innaruqpallianingit /  life cycles of the caribou
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carriages), Great Britain’s Flying Scotsman of the 1920s and ’30s, 
and finally a modern Japanese bullet train improbably pulled 
in next to France’s equally sleek TGV. There are no ribbon ties, 
as are often seen in books of this sort, but the volume can be 
opened for display in the round. And the notes make reference 
to technical innovations and experimental designs that didn’t 
make the artistic cut, which should serve as prompts to seek 
out more comprehensive 3-D galleries, like Robert Crowther’s 
Trains (2006).

Young trainiacs will happily climb aboard. (Informational 
novelty. 6-8)

THE AMICUS BOOK OF 
ANIMAL HOMES
Illus. by Lundie, Isobel
Amicus Ink (10 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Aug. 18, 2020
978-1-68152-757-4  

Ten homes for 10 animals—just right 
to intrigue little naturalists.

Extra-thick, sturdy board pages are easy to turn. The text on 
each page uses a predictable format. The name of each home is 
printed in a large font, followed in smaller type by a simple dec-
laration of who lives there, with the name of the animal slightly 
enlarged: “A dam is for beavers!” The text accompanying 
the final illustration of “a house…for people” adds a follow-up 
question—“Where do you live?”—that opens the door to more 
personal reflection. Animals included seem to have been cho-
sen arbitrarily; there is no clear connection among the animals 
except that they all have homes. Some, such as the hermit crab’s 
shell, are quite specific while others, like the mole’s tunnel, are 
rather vague. Stylized drawings of each animal in its dwelling 
offer a bit more information for children. Many readers will lin-
ger to study the richly textured collage illustrations executed 
using newspapers, maps, graph and other papers in muted tones. 
A sound or action word commonly associated with the animal 
shown is included in each picture: “Neigh!” is near two horses 
in a stable; “Twitch!” is the rabbit’s action; and “Bubble!” and 

“Gulp!” float near two of the fish swimming in a coral reef. The 
beehive, alas, is incorrectly depicted as a paper-wasps’ nest. 

This simple yet sophisticated book should find a home on 
the board-book shelf. (Board book. 2-5)

CAT GOES FAST
Purcell, Rebecca
Illus. by the author
Tiny Seed (24 pp.) 
$7.95  |  Oct. 1, 2020
978-1-80036-002-0 
Series: Cat’s Adventures 

A skateboarding cat demonstrates simple concepts and 
numeracy.

Pink-shorts–wearing Cat is on a roll, zipping and flipping 
by various animal friends. Purcell introduces basic concepts 
such as colors, counting, and some opposites (fast/slow, first/
last), among others. The text follows a simple structure within 
a rhyming format, each page featuring one declarative sentence 
always beginning with “Cat.” As a result, the book keeps a nice 
pace with a predictable rhythm, a boon for little listeners who 
thrive on repetition. Even the illustrations follow the same 
pattern. Each layout features the same solid teal background on 
the verso while the recto is sky-blue. There is no variation until 
both hues darken at nighttime in the final spread. Cat’s facial 
expressions never change, save one page with a slight frown. 
This is a stylistic choice that misses an easy opportunity to 
further engage readers. All of the animal friends—small birds, a 
turtle, and an owl—also share Cat’s minimalistic style. The text 
does not use any gendered pronouns. Overall, the book is just 
right for infant and toddler listeners who crave familiar patterns 
and will zero in on slight, intentional differences from page to 
page.

Carefully calibrated for its audience. (Board book. 6 mos.-2)

ZIP, THE WORLD’S 
GREATEST ROBOT 
Purcell, Rebecca
Illus. by the author
Tiny Seed (22 pp.) 
$7.95  |  Sep. 1, 2020
978-1-80036-001-3  

A charming look at the distinction between “perfect” and 
“perfect for you.”

This clever meditation on the power of friendship is simply 
told, simply rendered, and amusingly rooted in a subtext about 
truth in advertising. On the cover, a gold seal proclaims Zip, the 
world’s greatest robot, the “#1 Best.” Meanwhile, an asterisked 
disclaimer acknowledges that the claim “World’s Greatest” is 

“not scientifically proven.” Zip introduces itself as “the world’s 
GREATEST robot” to a kind-looking kitty in a dress, whose 
immediate response is, “How can you be sure?” “It says so in my 
user manual,” Zip replies, producing a copy of the Official Zip 
Guide. When the dubious kitten points out that the world is, in 
fact, a very big place, Zip proceeds to show off some admittedly 
amazing features: retractable arms and legs, a turbo booster, and 
a drawer of warm cookies. But after Zip claims to be able to read 
minds, it turns out the new friends are perhaps not on the same 
wavelength after all…or are they? After the kitten consoles Zip 
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for incorrectly guessing what its new feline friend was thinking, 
the robot offers exactly what the kitten wanted: more cookies. 
Plain, sky-blue backgrounds and green grass underfoot keep the 
focus on the compassionate kitten and the robot, which resem-
bles a grinning Shop-Vac wearing a rabbit-ear antenna. 

Proof that being loved is better than being the greatest. 
(Board book. 2-5)

VÁMONOS A LIMA
Rodriguez, Patty & Stein, Ariana
Illus. by Godinez, Ana
Lil’ Libros (22 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Sep. 22, 2020
978-19-47971-52-3  

In this addition to the Vámonos 
travel series, young armchair travelers explore Lima, the capital 
city of Peru.

The trip starts in the residential neighborhood of Miraflores, 
where adventurers paraglide and lovers meet in the Parque del 
Amor. In the historic center of the city children get a glimpse 
of the catacombs and the changing of the guard in the Plaza de 
Armas. Water fountains dancing under lights can be enjoyed in 
the Circuito Mágico del Agua. Children also learn about a gas-
tronomical fair and the celebrations in July for Independence 
Day. Going further afield, children are introduced to Machu 
Picchu and the delights of sand surfing in Chilca. Each sight is 
named by its Spanish name followed by a simple statement in 
both English and Spanish. The two statements are not always 
the same but are similar in sentiment. The book ends with a few 
thumbnails providing a little more information in English only. 
Companion volumes Vámonos a Oaxaca and Vámonos a San Juan 
follow the same format and presentation. Child-friendly, color-
saturated illustrations introduce children to the sights and 
events of San Juan, Puerto Rico, and Oaxaca, a city in southern 
Mexico. As with the Lima book, both books take young readers 
beyond the city limits to explore iconic nearby attractions.

A sweet way to expand toddlers’ worldviews. (Board book. 
2-4) (Vámonos a Oaxaca: 978-1-947971-51-6; Vámonos a San Juan: 
978-1-947971-50-9)

SHARING 
Yonezu, Yusuke
Illus. by the author
Minedition (20 pp.) 
$11.99  |  Sep. 29, 2020
978-1-66265-000-0  

Two bunnies but only one carrot—
what to do? This engaging die-cut board book shows the way!

The book is populated by seven different pairs of animals 
and people, the duos and their expressive faces each performing 
a tiny, two-page drama, perfect for the toddler set. Two 
frustrated mice eye each other over a coveted chunk of cheese, 
their mouths dipped low and bodies adversarially positioned. A 

page turn and a little die-cut magic evenly split the tasty treat, 
and the mice are reconciled, their bodies now mirrored, grinning 
with circular ears overlapped and eyes blissfully closed. The 
book flawlessly culminates with two human children struggling 
for Mommy’s attention. Clever Mommy envelops the two 
halves into one whole inside a big hug. All three present White. 
For caregivers, accompanying short, straightforward sentences 
such as “Let’s each have a piece” are ideal for modeling social 
skills. Die cuts also nicely demonstrate early fraction concepts 
as friendly brown bears divide grapes or kittens cut a fish in half. 
The animals are striking and approachable, made of bubbly 
shapes bordered by thick, irregular black lines and filled with 
brightly saturated colors. A small, thick cardboard trim size is 
perfect for toddler hands, and the die cuts are sturdy. 

Sharing is caring, and this small gem of a board book is a 
delight to share with little listeners. (Board book. 2-4)

c o n t i n u i n g  s e r i e s

A STAR ON TV, LUCY MCGEE
Amato, Mary
Illus. by Meserve, Jessica
Holiday House (192 pp.)
$15.99  |  $7.99 paper  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-0-8234-4606-3
978-0-8234-4830-2 paper
Series: Lucy McGee, 4
(Fiction. 7-10)

THE BAD GUYS IN THE ONE?!
Blabey, Aaron
Illus. by the author
Scholastic Paperbacks (192 pp.)
$6.99 paper  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-338-32950-6
Series: The Bad Guys, 12
(Fantasy. 7-10)

LITTLE LION RESCUE
Delahaye, Rachel
Illus. by Artful Doodlers
Tiger Tales (128 pp.)
$14.99  |  $5.99 paper  |  Oct. 6, 2020
978-1-68010-204-8
978-1-68010-462-2 paper
Series: Little Animal Rescue
(Fiction. 7-9)
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LITTLE PENGUIN RESCUE
Delahaye, Rachel
Illus. by Artful Doodlers
Tiger Tales (128 pp.)
$14.99  |  $5.99 paper  |  Oct. 6, 2020
978-1-68010-214-7
978-1-68010-467-7 paper
Series: Little Animal Rescue
(Fiction. 7-9)

THE MISSING PRINCE
Flanagan, John F.
Philomel (288 pp.)
$18.99  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-0-593-11345-5
Series: The Royal Ranger, 4
(Adventure. 10-14)

WHO WAS NELLIE BLY?
Gurevich, Margaret
Illus. by Conley, Laurie A.
Penguin Workshop (112 pp.)
$15.99  |  $5.99 paper  |  Oct. 6, 2020
978-1-5247-8754-7
978-1-5247-8735-0 paper
Series: Who Was?
(Biography. 8-12)

EMPEROR OF THE UNIVERSE
Marciano, Johnny & Chenoweth, Emily
Illus. by Mommaterts, Rob
Penguin Workshop (224 pp.)
$14.99  |  Oct. 20, 2020
978-0-593-09622-2
Series: Klawde, 5
(Fantasy. 8-12)

HILDA AND THE TIME WORM
Pearson, Luke & Davies, Stephen
Illus. by Evans, Victoria
Flying Eye (200 pp.)
$10.99 paper  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-912497-85-0
Series: Hilda Tie-In, 4
(Adventure. 8-12)

WHO DID IT FIRST?
50 Icons, Luminaries, and Legends Who 
Revolutionized the World
Reid, Megan
Illus. by Cruickshank, Jessica
Henry Holt (128 pp.)
$18.99  |  Oct. 13, 2020
978-1-250-26319-3
Series: Who Did It First?, 3
(Collective biography. 9-12)

THE ODDLYMPICS
Slavin, David
Illus. by Lane, Adam J.B.
Harper/HarperCollins (240 pp.)
$13.99  |  Oct. 20, 2020
978-0-06-283957-2
Series: Odd Gods, 3
(Graphic/fantasy hybrid. 7-11)
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young 
adult

HAPPILY EVER AFTERS
Bryant, Elise
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-06-298283-4  

A young writer discovers that the 
best love stories are often unscripted. 

Tessa Johnson is a 16-year-old girl 
who recently moved to Long Beach, 
California, with her White mom, Black 
dad, and brother, Miles, who has cerebral 

palsy and cognitive delays. Tessa, who lives with anxiety, writes 
romance stories but only shows her work to her best friend, Car-
oline. To Tessa’s dismay, however, her new arts school requires 
students to share their work for group critique, triggering the 
worst writer’s block of her life. Caroline concocts a plan to 
jump-start her inspiration by engineering classic romance sce-
narios for Tessa in real life. Tessa has her ideal boy in mind, but an 
unexpected connection to Sam, her sweet neighbor and friend, 
brings a major plot twist. Tessa questions whether the solution 
she actually needs is the one she initially sought. Bryant’s writ-
ing suits both young adult and more mature romance genres, as 
it organically addresses matters related to race, disability, family 
dynamics, peer relations, and societal stigma. At the same time, it 
delivers the captivating, complicated, angst-y, and beautiful love 
story of a teenage girl trying to grow into and embrace herself. 
The diverse cast of characters and the fullness of the protago-
nist’s voice, along with her well-rounded familial, platonic, and 
romantic relationships, will speak to many readers.

For romantics of all ages, especially those who seldom see 
themselves in lead roles. (Fiction. 14-adult)

TOGETHER, APART
Ed. by Delacorte
Delacorte (288 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Oct. 20, 2020
978-0-593-37529-7  

A collection of short stories about 
teens finding romance during the Covid-
19 pandemic. 

In these nine stories, some teens face 
the boredom of being home all day with 
their families while others deal with the 

stress of having parents who are essential workers or whose jobs 
cannot be done from home. All find tender romance—some 
more satisfying than others given that (except for a girl who 

WHEN YOU LOOK LIKE US by Pamela N. Harris ..........................114

This title earned the Kirkus Star:

WHEN YOU LOOK LIKE US
Harris, Pamela N.
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins (368 pp.)
$17.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-06-294589-1



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

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

falls for her roommate) they’re not getting closer than 6 feet 
apart. Among the most memorable is Erin Hahn’s “Masked,” in 
which a teen making masks for nursing home employees out of 
her prom dress discovers that the boy she’s been chatting with 
online is her favorite contestant on an American Idol–esque real-
ity show. In “The Rules of Comedy” by Auriane Desombre, a 
lesbian teen tries to get the attention of her crush via TikTok 
but feels nervous about not being funny enough. Jennifer Yen’s 
charming tale, “Love With a Side of Fortune,” highlights a girl 
working at her family’s Chinese restaurant who’s been warned 
by a fortuneteller about a rocky path to love. The stories impec-
cably capture the teens’ fears, anger, and anxieties around the 
pandemic—including very real feelings about screen fatigue 
and uncertainty about the future—balanced by improbable but 
no less adorable meet-cutes and the sweetness of early getting-
to-know-you attraction. The collection features a range of char-
acters who are queer and people of color. 

Sweet and comforting. (Romance. 12-18)

THE GREAT GATSBY
A Graphic Novel Adaptation
Fitzgerald, F. Scott & Woodman-Maynard, K.
Illus. by Woodman-Maynard, K.
Candlewick (240 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-5362-1301-0  

Nearly a century after its first publi-
cation, the English class mainstay is pre-
sented in graphic form, presenting the 
story of Nick, a young man who rents a 

mansion in Long Island for the summer, and an enigmatic party 
host named Gatsby.

Fitzgerald’s dialogue appears in speech bubbles while Nick’s 
signature nonjudgmental judgments are woven into the art 
itself, appearing in the beam of a lightbulb, the shadow of the 
self-important Tom Buchanan’s imposing frame, or the chaise 
that Daisy Buchanan and Jordan Baker seemingly ceaselessly 
lounge on. Woodman-Maynard’s adaptation of the text is 
understandably quite abridged, but it does the book no favors. 
The great revelation that Gatsby is (spoiler alert) not a trust fund 
kid but an imposter is afforded a single page, and the fact of his 
past affair with Daisy is so murkily depicted that it feels less 
tragic romance and more moony boy and Manic Pixie Dream 
Girl. The class issues that make the original novel so compelling 
are thus less than adequately examined. Where the book truly 
shines is in a few striking images, some metaphorical and some 
text based, rendered in cool, languid watercolor and digital art. 
As Woodman-Maynard indicates in the author’s note, those 
who are not familiar with the novel should begin there; those 
more familiar with the story will be able to fill in the gaps as 
they read this condensed version.

A disappointing stand-in for the original. (author’s note) 
(Graphic fiction. 14-adult)

THE DEFIANCE
Gallier, Laura
Wander (304 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-4964-3397-8 
Series: Delusion, 3 

The battle between heaven and hell 
continues in this final installment of the 
Delusion trilogy. 

It’s been four months since Owen 
witnessed an occult human traffick-

ing auction on his property, and the Molek, Lord of the Dead, 
was taken away by the protective and benevolent Watchmen. 
Owen is desperate to know how he can drive the remaining 
evil presence out of Masonville for good. Along with Ray Anne, 
his devoted girlfriend, he now is attempting to root it out and 
determine where the truth lies—all while being pursued by mys-
terious forces and confronting old foes. Many new and fright-
ening underworld creatures are introduced in great detail, and 
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each embodies an aspect of spiritual warfare that Owen must 
learn to navigate. In the process, Owen discovers Molek’s plan 
to sacrifice 13 targets in town, and he races to save the potential 
victims along with the souls of everyone in Masonville, includ-
ing people he loves dearly. The members of a considerable cast 
of spirits, demons, and heavenly guardians seem to come and 
go when it’s convenient to the plot but do little to advance a 
cohesive story; however, the power of faithful prayer and the 
ability of light to triumph over darkness are themes throughout 
and imbue the novel with a sense of hope. Most characters are 
assumed White. 

Readers seeking spiritual inspiration will be intrigued. 
(Christian supernatural fiction. 14-18)

WHEN YOU LOOK 
LIKE US 
Harris, Pamela N.
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-06-294589-1  

A high school junior fights to find his 
sister before times runs out.

Black 16-year-old Jayson Murphy 
hopes to make it one step closer to 

leaving the Ducts, a paycheck-to-paycheck neighborhood in 
Newport News, Virginia. Jay does his best to make his pater-
nal grandmother, MiMi, proud. After his father passed from 
cancer and his mom’s struggles with addiction put her behind 
bars, MiMi stepped in for Jay and his older sister, Nic. While 
Jay tries to ease MiMi’s stress, Nic stays out all hours with her 
shady, drug-dealing boyfriend. Jay is tired of covering for Nic; 
after receiving an unintelligible call, he decides this time is the 
last. But after a few days, he realizes she is missing. Though his 
White best friend from school and the Black preacher’s daugh-
ter he teaches Sunday school with are willing to help, Jay has 
trouble trusting others to care as much as he does. This deftly 
written tale peels back the layers of a much-maligned neighbor-
hood and its vibrant, complex residents—and exposes the dark, 
violent underbelly of White America. Ultimately, Jay’s com-
munity proves to be stronger and more powerful than any bad 
reputation. Harris’ book shines a light on the repercussions of 
institutionalized racism on Black communities and the plight 
of missing Black girls. Readers will ponder this story long after 
they turn the final page.

A powerful story about misperceptions, reality, and the 
lives lived in between. (Fiction. 14-18)

A COMPLICATED LOVE STORY 
SET IN SPACE
Hutchinson, Shaun David
Simon & Schuster (464 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-1-5344-4853-7  

Teenagers wake up in space, with no 
memory of how they got there, on a ship 
that’s out of their control and with no 
coordinates for charting a course home.

Impossibly far away from Seattle, 
16-year-old Noa North wakes up floating outside the space-
ship Qriosity. According to the voice inside his helmet, that of a 
Florida boy called DJ Storm, the ship will explode in 17 minutes 
unless they repair the leaking coolant conduit and shut off the 
reactor. Although neither can remember how they ended up 
in space, they have little choice but to try to survive. Joined by 
Jenny, a girl from Rhode Island, the three teens navigate threats 
of explosion, a Quantum Fold Drive that flings them across the 
galaxy every 19 hours, a time loop, and a monster invasion, all 
while searching for answers about how they arrived in space in 
the first place. The plot maintains a fast pace: Every time the 
team finds a moment of comfort, a new danger throws them 
back into action. Thrilling twists keep the conflict surprising, 
and, as the title suggests, a romance simmers between Noa and 
DJ. Through their love story, Hutchinson explores topics of 
consent, trauma survival, and the significance of #ownvoices 
storytelling. While this book stands alone, the openness of the 
resolution leaves room for further adventures. All main charac-
ters seem to be White.

A riveting ride through the stars. (Science fiction. 14-18)

THE BLACK FRIEND
On Being a Better White 
Person
Joseph, Frederick
Candlewick (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-5362-1701-8  

Part memoir, part guidebook, this 
title explores scenarios of interpersonal 
and institutional struggle to introduce 
the next generation of White youth to 

anti-racism.
Following well-received 2020 releases for young people, 

including Tiffany Jewell’s This Book Is Anti-Racist and Jason 
Reynolds and Ibram X. Kendi’s Stamped, progressive marketing 
professional, activist, and philanthropist Joseph offers his own 
experiences in a text that aims to “provide teaching moments, 
cultural history, and context for white people.” Why the singu-
lar focus? The author notes that “the world needs to be better, 
and because of the power that white people hold in our society, 
much of that change needs to start with white people.” Joseph 
invites contributions from YA author Angie Thomas, Academy 

Shines a light on the repercussions of institutionalized 
racism on Black communities.

when you look like us
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Award–winning playwright and actor Tarell Alvin McCraney, 
and sports journalist Jemele Hill, among notable others. The 
language strikes a congenial yet firm tone, recognizing that 
those who have made it this far are to be met with genuine 
intention; his message is that it’s about becoming better and 
understanding how your own behavior and knowledge are 
critical to leveraging the change needed to overhaul oppressive 
systems. Joseph navigates the sensitivity of such a project and 
poses a sincere question that challenges the long-held promise 
of reading amid widespread injustice: “If I show people how 
they’re hurting others, will some of them be willing to change?” 
Here’s to many readers digging in to find out. 

A smartly researched, well-intentioned provocation to 
inspire change. (glossary, people and things to know, playlist, 
source notes, index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

BE DAZZLED
La Sala, Ryan
Sourcebooks Fire (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-4926-8269-1  

Raphael Odom is a nerd: a cosplay-
ing, con-going, card-carrying nerd—and 
he is in love.

Raffy is so entrenched in pop culture 
that he even has his own cosplay stream-
ing channel with almost 10,000 follow-

ers. Last year Striker9, one of his followers, became his secret 
admirer. When Striker9 turned out to be a soccer player at his 
school whom Raffy always thought was straight, he was taken by 
surprise—Luca was bisexual, and, even better, he was interested 
in Raffy. He even showed a willingness to try cosplay. When the 
boys broke up several months later, Raffy, heartbroken, thought 
he could avoid Luca at school forever. He certainly didn’t think 
he’d run into him in full cosplay at the biggest convention of 
the year. Told in alternating chapters labeled “Then” and “Now,” 
the story will absorb readers in Raffy and Luca’s epic love story. 
While he is not the warmest protagonist to root for, Raffy with 
his Type A personality will grow on readers as he navigates the 
ups and downs of relationships with his close friends, famous 
art gallery director mother, and even himself. The adorkable 
romance between Raffy and Luca keeps the occasionally dense 
narrative moving forward quickly, making this book an enjoy-
able read. Raffy and Luca are presumed White; there is diversity 
in the supporting cast.

A charming, geeky love story filled with all the con drama 
readers could wish for. (Romance. 13-17)

THE RAVENS
Morgan, Kass & Paige, Danielle
HMH Books (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-0-358-09823-2 
Series: Ravens, 1 

YA all-stars Morgan and Paige team 
up to present a witchy take on sorority 
life.

College freshman Vivi Devereaux 
can’t wait to go to Savannah’s Westerly 

College and escape the scams her mother has run to make ends 
meet—most involving tarot card readings—but she quickly 
stumbles upon a different type of magic. At a rush party for 
Kappa Rho Nu, she meets junior Scarlett Winter, a charismatic 
witch in the running to lead the sorority—which is in fact a front 
for a prestigious coven called the Ravens. At first hesitant, Vivi 
quickly warms up to the idea of being in a witch sorority, joining 
her fellow pledges in learning magic and forming tight bonds 
of friendship. But the coven has an ominous history involving 
dead sisters and dark magic, and Vivi and Scarlett get caught 
up in a dangerous, high-stakes mystery, all while balancing 
school, family issues, and boy trouble. This novel hits its story 
beats quickly and deftly, unfurling the plot through Scarlett’s 
and Vivi’s alternating points of view. The magic system is com-
plex and original without being cumbersome, and it expertly 
conjures a supernatural, uncanny atmosphere intertwined with 
Greek life. Vivi is White, Scarlett is Black, and the supporting 
cast contains a range of diverse racial identities.

This solid, enchanting fantasy boasts a palpable 
atmosphere and moves at a breakneck pace. (Fantasy. 14-17)

WIDER THAN THE SKY
Rothschild, Katherine
Soho Teen (288 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-1-64129-113-2  

Poetry and plots unfurl in the Bay.
Twins Sabine and Blythe’s father is 

dead. Their mother immediately strikes 
up an inexplicable relationship with 
a strange man named Charlie, who is 
somehow entwined with their family. 

The family moves with Charlie to a creaky old mansion in 
the secluded community of Thornewood in the San Francisco 
area, and Sabine soon meets a cute boy called Kai. Typical high 
school and first-love drama plays out against the mystery of the 
twins’ father’s life and death; he was bisexual, polyamorous, and 
planned on moving in with Charlie after the girls left for college. 
His death was caused by an implausible infection made fatal by 
his HIV status (despite having access to medication making his 
viral load undetectable). This, combined with Charlie’s attempt 
to create a safehouse for LGBTQ+ people, is at best lackluster 
queer representation. Sabine’s love of poetry and habit of 

The magic system expertly conjures a 
supernatural, uncanny atmosphere.

the ravens
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With the release of When They Call You a Terrorist (Young 
Adult Edition): A Story of Black Lives Matter and the Power To 
Change the World by Patrisse Khan-Cullors and asha bandele, 
adapted by Benee Knauer (Wednesday Books, Sept. 29), 
teens can get to know one of the co-founders of Black 
Lives Matter, someone who is among the most influential 
figures shaping public discourse today. This edition of 
Khan-Cullors’ adult memoir packs the same emotional 
punch and is enhanced with questions at the end of each 
chapter that serve as a scaffold and inspiration for further 
discussion and action, making it ideal for classroom 
use. An intimate, self-reflective account of a childhood, 
family, and community, the book will resonate with many 
while providing critical context and understanding for 
others. Khan-Cullors spoke to me from Los Angeles; the 
conversation has been edited for length and clarity. 

Your memoir is so honest and intense—and the 
questions feel emotionally buoying, helping readers 
digest your words and connect your ideas to their lives.
I am a millennial—I’m speaking to everybody, but I 
am speaking specifically to a younger generation of 

activists and organizers. I didn’t realize it was going to 
be so timely. [I wanted] to share some of my childhood 
thoughts through my journal entries, and I thought a 
lot about what kinds of questions I would have wanted 
to have been asked as a young person. [When] I read 
Assata Shakur’s memoir—and Angela Davis’ and Elaine 
Brown’s—there weren’t YA editions, and I would have 
loved a set of questions to respond to and to be thinking 
about. So I was tapping into what I would have needed 
and also the themes in the book—mental health, racial 
justice, issues around [being] queer, transphobia, issues 
of blood parents and nonblood parents. Even though it 
is a memoir, there’s talk about systemic issues—we just 
happen to be telling it through my story. The questions 
give anyone who’s reading it, but young people in 
particular, the opportunity to pause and reflect.

Educators increasingly recognize that it is essential 
for teens to understand the issues Black Lives Matter 
activists are talking about, but they are often fearful of 
parental push back.
I went to a magnet program which was 80% White, 
and it was a social justice program, so we learned a lot 
about racism and many other -isms and issues. There 
were always at least a few White parents who had an 
issue with what their children were being taught. I 
thought that the educators really responded well, often 
[by] bringing the White families into the conversations 
alongside the parents of color to learn about the 
curriculum. For educators who want to teach this book 
and are worried, especially now under this government 
[about] being able to teach about what’s happening in 
the world around Black Lives Matter, I would encourage 
[them] to involve parents. That doesn’t mean it’s going 
to be a fix every time, but sometimes it’s a deep need. 
There are people who have not been engaged or [who] 
are watching only Fox News and so they don’t know the 
real issues. I would encourage educators to think about 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Patrisse Khan-Cullors

THE ACTIVIST AND BLACK LIVES MATTER CO-FOUNDER SPEAKS TO A 
YOUNGER GENERATION IN THE YA EDITION OF HER MEMOIR
By Laura Simeon

G
iovanni Solis
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how you can have parents and guardians engaged in the 
educational process.

How did your own teachers at school get everyone 
engaged in having these courageous social justice 
conversations?
Many of the students of color came from low-income 
neighborhoods, neighborhoods that were overwhelmed 
with police violence and overincarceration, and so there 
was a deep desire to be engaged in a way that we hadn’t 
been [before]. It was the first time that I heard words like 
racism and social justice. As much as our teachers brought 
us that curriculum, it was also my peer group: We really 
were like sponges, and we were more than excited to 
learn about these issues—we adopted them as part of our 
daily lives, as part of our belief systems. I think there was 
a bit of surprise [over] how the class of 2001 graduates 
of Cleveland High School [in the Reseda neighborhood 
of Los Angeles] took the curriculum, but the educators 
were really excited about our enthusiasm, and many of us 
went off to volunteer at youth leadership programs and 
then to become journalists and activists. There’s a whole 
crew of my friends who are some of the best organizers in 
the country, and it has a lot to do with the program and 
the educators who committed to us.

You are clear that the Black Lives Matter movement 
is intentionally inclusive, and I was struck by the 
statement against ageism—one of the -isms that gets 
relatively little attention.
We started Black Lives Matter in our late 20s, and often 
times ageism really is coupled with a lot of [other] things, 
like racism and gender oppression. For us, being free from 
ageism is really [about] challenging the idea that young 
people are unable to make the kinds of changes that are 
necessary, [that] we don’t have the right strategy because 
we’re “inexperienced.” Or the idea that older people are 
stuck in their ways and they can no longer join or be a 
part of a powerful movement.

You write movingly about your family members and 
how their mental health was affected by systemic 
racism—terrifying struggles with getting adequate 
mental health support and ongoing experiences of 
brutal violence rather than compassion and assistance.
Conversation around mental health has become much 
more popular in the last few years; on the other hand, we 
have a long way to go. Mental wellness shouldn’t just be 
a luxury for the few: We should all have access to being 
mentally well—everybody has some form of mental 
health challenges, just like our physical bodies have 
some form of challenges. So I think it’s important that 

we normalize mental health issues and that it becomes 
a conversation that we’re all having. What would it take 
for us to have the kind of wellness in this country that 
we deserve? We know that racism, sexism, homophobia, 
transphobia, ableism, and systemic oppression have deep 
impacts on our mental wellness, and so it feels important 
that mental illness isn’t [framed as] this individual thing 
that happens to people outside of a system that really 
does create so much mental unwellness.

Many other marginalized groups and individuals 
benefit from the gains of Black activism, but building 
alliances across communities can be hard; what have 
you learned from your work in this area?
That it’s hard. That we live in a country that has histori-
cally and purposefully divided us across gender, race, and 
class and that when we make a concerted effort to unite—
not in sameness but in our differences—that that work is 
challenging work but so fortifying. As people galvanize 
around Black Lives Matter we’ve seen how fortifying it is 
for the people who are doing it but also for the larger con-
versation around challenging systems. I think the scari-
est thing for fascist governments is for people to unite. 
As much as there is divisiveness, there’s a deep profound 
willingness and desire to unite so that we can get closer 
to freedom.

When They Call You a Terrorist (Young Adult Edition) 
was reviewed in the Aug. 15, 2020, issue.
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“poeting”—a compulsion to blurt out Emily Dickinson–inspired 
verse when anxious or overwhelmed—add to the highly 
melodramatic tone of the novel. The main conflict, around 
trying to save the mansion from a villainous grandmother who 
is staunchly dedicated to neighborhood preservation, provides 
the story with forward motion but doesn’t top the list of 
common teen interests. The twins’ family is coded as White; 
brown-skinned, blue-eyed Kai has Hawaiian ancestry and is 
multilingual yet misrepresents Hawaiian Pidgin.

For readers with Dickinsonian tastes. (Fiction. 14-18)

FRANKENSTEIN
Shelley, Mary
Illus. by Liu, Linus
Adapt. by Chandler, M.
Manga Classics (324 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-947808-16-4  

Aboard a North Pole expedition ship, 
a gaunt Victor Frankenstein recounts the 
events that led him to the Arctic in this 
adaptation of the original 1818 version of 

Mary Shelley’s classic.
As a youth, Frankenstein had an interest in natural phi-

losophy, which led him to pursue scientific studies at the 
University of Ingolstadt. His mastery of the curriculum pro-
gressed swiftly, and his thirst for knowledge turned toward the 
arcane—specifically, to the origin of life, which Frankenstein 
discovered after nights of grisly research and a moment of elec-
trifying inspiration. He applied his discovery to the construc-
tion of a massive being, and on one fateful evening, he brought 
the being to life. What follows is a struggle between creator 
and creation, each presented as villain and victim and alike in 
wretchedness. Illustrator Liu vividly depicts Frankenstein’s 
and the creature’s emotions, capturing the force of their rage 
and horror. Frankenstein’s eyes are especially expressive, giv-
ing greater impact to the scenes in which his face is partially 
obscured. Visual details are concentrated on the foreground, 
with panel backgrounds frequently blank, filled by a gradient, 
or lightly sketched. This serves to draw readers’ attention to 
the characters, though the simplicity of the background art also 
detracts from scenes meant to highlight the sublimity of nature. 
Characters are depicted as White.

A solid addition to the Manga Classics series of literary 
adaptations. (cast of characters, how to read manga, character 
design sketchbook, artist’s note, adapter’s note) (Graphic novel. 
13-18)

NAME YOUR MOUNTAIN
Tingle, Tim
7th Generation (168 pp.) 
$9.95 paper  |  Jan. 26, 2021
978-1-939053-20-6 
Series: PathFinders 

A Choctaw high school student 
named Bobby tries to help his best friend 
when his family is under attack.

Oklahoma junior Bobby Byington 
plays basketball on two different teams: 

his school team, the Panthers, and a statewide, all-Indian team, 
the Achukmas. Bobby’s best friend is Johnny Mackey, a Chero-
kee teenager whose father is a prominent lawyer. An accident 
causes Mr. Mackey to fall off a ladder and end up in the hospital, 
but as the police investigate, it turns out to have been delib-
erate—and when the Mackeys’ house is firebombed, it’s clear 
they are at risk. While Johnny and his family hide out in a safe 
house, Bobby, alongside the detective on the case, wants to fig-
ure out who is responsible. The police take the original incident 
seriously and cooperate with the Native characters to find the 
people responsible. By working together with his friend Lloyd 
and with the help of the Achukmas’ Coach Robison, Bobby 
puts himself in harm’s way to discover the truth. Refreshingly, 
the book normalizes male characters’ close friendships and dis-
plays of emotion, tying into Tingle’s (Choctaw) mountain meta-
phor: We encounter challenges every day, but they do not need 
to be climbed alone. The text uses basketball to emphasize the 
importance of teamwork both on and off the court.

An engaging sports-infused mystery for reluctant readers. 
(Fiction. 12-16)

EVERY SINGLE LIE
Vincent, Rachel
Bloomsbury (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-5476-0523-1  

A mournful mystery about a tragic 
teen pregnancy.

Beckett Bergen’s still reeling from 
her father’s overdose death seven 
months ago, and now she’s ruing her too 
recent and impulsive breakup with boy-

friend Jake, but her bad day gets worse when she discovers a 
corpse in Clifford High’s locker room. It’s not a fellow student 
but a newborn, unnamed, unknown, and left in a gym bag. First 
a police witness, then a suspect, Beckett also becomes a local 
and even national scapegoat, pilloried on an anonymous social 
media account and hounded by national news reporters. Unlike 
her police officer mother, Beckett’s no detective—not even a 
Veronica Mars or Nancy Drew—but she is determined to iden-
tify the baby’s parents, if only to clear her name and protect 
her family’s already-damaged reputation. It’s a small Tennes-
see town with a small pool of suspects, but Beckett’s amateur 

Normalizes male characters’ close friendships 
and displays of emotion.

name your mountain



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   y o u n g  a d u l t   |   1 5  o c t o b e r  2 0 2 0   |   1 2 1

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

sleuthing soon goes awry, and the already-alienated Beckett 
risks offending her friends and family. Setting aside her trade-
mark paranormal fantasy and romance, Vincent anchors her 
real-world tale in a carefully detailed portrait of a fraying fam-
ily, a scathing look at small-town rumors, and a blunt critique 
of social media’s rapid, rabid tendencies. Here, the demons are 
personal and societal, and characters are haunted only by their 
mistakes. Beckett is White. 

Thoughtful and somber. (author’s note, resource list) (Mys-
tery. 14-18)

SIEGE OF RAGE AND RUIN
Wexler, Django
Tor Teen (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-7653-9731-7 
Series: Wells of Sorcery Trilogy, 3 

With the ghost ship under her con-
trol, Isoka is finally on her way back 
home in this follow-up to City of Stone 
and Silence (2020).

Isoka, along with her female partner, 
Meroe, and mage-blood friends Jack and Zarun, is on her way 
back to her home city, Kahnzoka. By capturing the Soliton, she 
has fulfilled her end of Kuon Naga’s deal and is ready to save 
her 14-year-old sister, Tori. Their plan to sneak in and out unde-
tected goes awry when they arrive to discover Kahnzoka under 
siege and Tori, with her mind-control magic, at the head of a 
rebellion. But neither sister is the same person as when Isoka 
left on the Soliton, creating misunderstandings and complicated 
feelings between them. Their reunion is cut short when Kuon 
Naga’s Immortals, a group of elite mage-bloods, kidnap Tori. 
Isoka and her crew get drawn into Tori and the rebels’ fight to 
free their home city. Alternating between the two sisters’ per-
spectives, this trilogy closer dives deeper into the responsibility 
for and inner workings of the rebellion and conflict with Kuon 
Naga. Even with many intense action scenes and a storyline that 
keeps the pages turning, there is a greater focus on the strategy 
and politics of the Empire that fleshes out the worldbuilding. 
As before, the characters are diverse in ethnicity and sexuality.

A fast-paced, compelling conclusion to this fantasy saga. 
(map) (Fantasy. 14-adult)
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THIS CITY IS EMPTY
Abdullaoglu, Rovshan
Self (295 pp.) 
$4.99 e-book  |  Jul. 1, 2020

In this novel, a patient tries to save a 
man through friendship and love—with 
some angels looking on and help from 
Middle Eastern wisdom.

Willie Owen is in a very bad way. He 
got a taste of happiness as a talented 
high school and college football star, but 

that soured quickly in the face of his dysfunctional upbringing. 
His mother demeaned him; his father was distant; and the two 
eventually divorced. As is often the case, Willie blamed the 
problems mostly on himself. His own marriage is no better; 
he lives like a ghost in the same house with his wife and two 
kids. As a custodian at the M.D. Anderson Cancer Center in 
Houston, he meets Wisam, a young man from Lebanon who 
is dying of lung cancer. For Wisam, the glass is always half—no, 
three-quarters—full. In fact, he is a self-appointed angel figure, 
determined to teach Willie how to be happy. After many painful, 
even slogging chapters—including Wisam’s family’s horrifying 
story—Willie may be on the path to success. Abdullaoglu is 
clearly an author who writes from the heart. The only striking 
physical action occurs when Willie gets fed up with the rude 
and cynical Dr. Stevens, the book’s foil, and decks him. This is 
a philosophical novel that poses the question (among others): 
How can a person find happiness? Or, put another way, how 
can one break the chains that years of unhappiness forge? One 
thinks of E.A. Robinson’s haunting lines “Familiar as an old 
mistake, / And futile as regret.” That is the Willie who agonizes 
in silence, a case study in the corrosive effects of anger and the 
possible salvation that lies in forgiveness. These are not new 
ideas. One could easily call them bromides, and Willie’s arc 
may seem a bit simple and obvious to many readers. But the 
author has created two strong characters in Willie and Wisam 
and added some genuine wisdom and intriguing developments.

An engaging tale that wears its sincerity proudly and 
offers readers spiritual sustenance.

THE MOURNING WAVE by Gregory Funderburk ........................... 127

THE PEOPLE OF OSTRICH MOUNTAIN by Ndirangu Githaiga ...128

DRIFTWOOD by Anthony Lee Head .................................................129

LOST ONE STANDING by Hector Hill ............................................. 130

EVIL IN TECHNICOLOR Ed. by Joe M. McDermott ....................... 133

THE BANDIT KINGS OF NOWHERE PARK by Jonas Samuelle ..... 136

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

THE PEOPLE OF OSTRICH MOUNTAIN
Githaiga, Ndirangu
Bon Esprit Books (366 pp.)
$12.23 paper  |  $4.55 e-book
May 14, 2020
978-1-73504-170-4



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   i n d i e   |   1 5  o c t o b e r  2 0 2 0   |   1 2 3

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

CUPID IS A PSYCHOPATH
Andris, R.K.
Self (284 pp.) 
$2.99 e-book  |  Sep. 4, 2020

A woman besotted by romance nov-
els sets out to land herself a billionaire in 
this raucous satire.

Veego Drake is a handsome billion-
aire who’s averse to commitment: “With 
the most beautiful women in the world 
throwing themselves at me…I’m going 
to restrict myself to just one of them?” he 

scoffs. He is, however, receptive to reproducing so that, as he puts 
it, his “seed could launch a new race of superhumans.” Wetta 
Vane sees Veego on TV and decides, in line with the bodice-rip-
pers she gleans from the dump near her trailer park, that he’ll 
fall madly in love with her as soon as they meet. Veego’s schem-
ing assistant, Richard Straun, who considers his boss “a self-
absorbed scumbag with the emotional depth of a chihuahua,” allows 
her to see his boss; when Veego passes out from salmonella poi-
soning, Wetta settles into his palatial bedroom to beguile him 
by reading aloud from her favorite novel, The Greek Billionaire 
Prince’s Ultimate Revenge. Enter the mythological being Cupid, 
whose arrow magically infuses Veego’s body with the fictional 
prince’s personality and ardor—and mischievously directs his 
passion not at Wetta but at Myrna Potts, a middle-aged temp 
cleaning lady whom Richard then pays to accommodate Veego’s 
advances. Andris’ farce reflects callow romance-novel formulas 
in a cynical fun-house mirror with mixed results. The plot has 
a few too many contrivances and side characters; it runs into 
third-act problems; and the satire feels overly broad and pre-
dictable. The characters are as cartoonish as their genre mod-
els, with Veego a stereotypical wealthy narcissist and Wetta a 
stereotypical delusional ditz. Myrna is the only complex figure, 
and her musings on her plutocratic clients offer the sharp-
est critique of the romance of wealth and status: “When they 
saw her, if they saw her at all, she was pretty sure they thought, 
because they had buckets of money and she could barely scrape 
two cents together, she was less than them—less important, less 
smart, less everything.” Still, Andris’ prose is vigorous and scin-
tillating throughout, and the book within the book parody of 
romances—“The kiss, the mast of his manhood rammed into 
her stomach, the scorch of his body grinding against hers”—is 
hilariously spot-on.

An entertaining, if often obvious, sendup of romance-
lit clichés.

CORONA DAZE
Eva’s Time at Home During 
Covid-19
Angel, Jennifer 
Illus. by the author
Self (32 pp.) 
Oct. 20, 2020
978-1-7354264-0-2
978-1-7354264-2-6 paper

As a girl’s routine changes because of Covid-19, she adjusts to 
some things while others remain frightening in this picture book.

“One day Eva had to stay at home…and stay...and stay…” 
Eva’s small, pale-skinned face peers sadly toward the street; 
a calendar’s pages, covered with red X’s, fall to the floor in a 
two-page spread. The rules of daily life suddenly have shifted: 
Eva can’t go to school or the playground. She wears a mask and 
experiences trouble sleeping. Her parents explain that Covid-
19 makes some people sicker than others and can kill. “Eva 
does her best at being patient” and paints, learns, and plays 
indoors. Angel’s evocative black-and-white photographs of an 
eerie neighborhood and empty grocery store shelves effectively 
document the pandemic’s early days. Simple digital cartoon 
additions to the photos populate yards with deer and illustrate 
an ambulance racing past a sign celebrating medical workers. 
During a period when charts communicate so much about the 
outbreak to adults, some visual allusions may require more 
clarification for young readers. For example, an orange Presi-
dent Donald Trump points fingers in two directions as a chart 
implicitly showing case rates appears behind him. Eva’s family 
doesn’t experience the extreme trauma others deal with, such as 
eviction. But the clear articulation of Eva’s anxieties and coping 
mechanisms may still be useful and relatable for many families 
struggling to address how the crisis has affected them.

Offers helpful tools for starting difficult conversations 
with kids during a rapidly changing pandemic.

SMALL MISTAKES, 
BIG CONSEQUENCES 
FOR INTERVIEWS
Baum, Anne Corley 
Vision Accomplished (66 pp.) 
$10.00 paper  |  Sep. 1, 2020
978-1-950459-00-1

A manual focuses on improving job 
candidates’ interviewing skills.

“First impressions are critically impor-
tant in job interviews,” writes Baum in 

this compact introduction to the subject, “when we have only a 
short time to make our best impression.” Readers who have ever 
sat for interviews have probably wondered if they were making 
one of a number of possible mistakes in subtext or signaling. The 
author seeks to illustrate some of those errors through a series of 
fictionalized characters designed to embody what not to do and 
who not to be. Readers meet “The Interrupter,” who’s always 
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interjecting opinions and reactions, and Baum gives the com-
mon-sense warning: “People don’t like to be interrupted.” Read-
ers meet “The Messy Dresser,” who shows up with wrinkled 
clothes and such, and again, there’s a wise warning: “Whether 
it is fair or not, people make assumptions about you and your 
skills based on your appearance.” And there’s “The Nodder,” 
who nods and mutters “uh-huh” no matter what’s being said, 
which can lead to mixed signals: “A disconnect between the 
message your body language sends and the words you use can 
make one appear to be dishonest or false.” The author adds 
enormous value to these insightful categories by including in 
each case a passage of advice for the poor interviewees who 
may recognize themselves in the descriptions. Baum also deliv-
ers tips for interviewers, first analyzing whether or not the trait 
is a deal-breaker. The author then lays down the hard facts, the 

“Know When It’s Over” that means the attribute is, in fact, a 
deal-breaker. Thanks to Baum’s experience as an executive 
for Capital BlueCross and vivid imagination, these fictional 
stand-ins cover virtually everything that could go wrong in an 
interview, from talking too much and name-dropping to being 
overly familiar or artificially casual. And the tone throughout—
sharp but not unsympathetic—will be bracingly useful to inter-
viewers and interviewees alike.

A concise and captivating guide to the many ways an 
interview can go wrong.

BOSTON
My Blissful Winter
Briottet, Alain
Trans. by Boudrot, Paulette
P.R.A. Publishing (146 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  Jul. 22, 2020
978-1-941416-21-1

A debut volume of short stories 
evokes Boston in the 1980s.

Narrated by a Frenchman who—
partly due to his outsider status—

becomes a keen observer of Boston’s people and rhythms, the 
tales in this collection take a closer look at some of the daily 
happenings there that might otherwise be ignored. In one, he 
spends a winter evening people-watching through the window 
of the Dolce Momento Café, commenting on the acquain-
tances he sees hurry by. In another, he goes to Faneuil Hall to 
judge an ice sculpture competition—the works are all in the 
form of the Statue of Liberty—with his personal assistant and 
her 5-year-old son in tow. In a third, he visits Lowell, Massa-
chusetts, during a yearlong celebration of the city’s favorite son, 
Jack Kerouac. “He could not understand why I liked Lowell,” 
writes Briottet of a friend who often worked in the city. “I told 
him that Lowell was one of a small number of cities that have 
a mystery—a hidden sense about them that is not apparent 
right away—and that you are drawn to them precisely for that 
reason.” Such incidental writings—more travelogue than liter-
ary fiction—make up the bulk of the book, originally in French. 
The author’s prose, as rendered by debut translator Boudrot, is 

These historical novels chosen by In-
dieland editors tell the stories of remark-
able women—a visionary painter who 
was pals with Mabel Dodge Luhan, a sci-
entist during the Enlightenment, and an 
indomitable American spy—who aren’t 
nearly as well known as they should be. 

Modernist painter Agnes Lawrence Pelton 
(1881-1961) stars in Mari Coates’ debut, The 
Pelton Papers. After 
exhibiting at the Ar-

mory Show of 1913 amid artists like Henri 
Matisse and Pablo Picasso, Pelton’s career 
took off. “Coates’ thoroughly researched 
novel, told from Agnes’ first-person point 
of view, succeeds beautifully at re-creating 
the emotional life of this once-obscure art-
ist whose legacy has lately become the sub-
ject of renewed interest,” says our reviewer. 
There is an exhibition of Pelton’s work un-
til Nov. 1 at the Whitney Museum of Amer-
ican Art. 

Laura Bassi was an 18th-century Ital-
ian scientist who was the University of 
Bologna’s first female teacher and the 
second woman in the world to earn a 
Ph.D. In Breaking Barriers, Jule Selbo 
shows how Bassi was influenced by the 
Enlightenment and puts the physicist 
and academic into context. “The au-
thor blends lush historical details (‘She 
walked down the center aisle, elegant in 
a deep blue beaded silk gown, her hair-
pieces studded with crystals and pearls’) 
with Laura’s more intellectual pursuits, 

maintaining a balance between creating the setting and exam-
ining more esoteric topics.”

Hall of Mirrors by Craig Gralley in-
troduces readers to Virginia Hall, an 
American spy during World War II. 

“There is no question that Hall was in-
defatigable,” our reviewer says of hero 
Hall, who not only escaped the Ge-
stapo by fleeing over the Pyrenees in 
winter, but did it with one prosthetic 
leg. “We get to know Hall firsthand, in 
all her tortured and scary moments….A 
fascinating, electric account of a heroic 
woman.”

Karen Schechner is the vice president of Kirkus Indie.

tales of 
pioneering 

women



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

leisurely and light: “It was easy for me to spot the people from 
Beacon Hill because they had certain mannerisms: they always 
walked at a certain pace, and dressed in a certain manner. They 
lived in the neighborhood, and the streets were familiar to them: 
strolling would mean they were not from Beacon Hill.” With 
its color and observations of class and atmosphere, the volume 
almost feels as though it were set in a time longer ago than the 

’80s. The vignettes aren’t quite insightful or compelling enough 
to interest readers who don’t already have some attachment to 
Boston, but those who do will likely enjoy this low-stakes book 
featuring the narrator’s commentary and memories. Briottet 
achieves a magic that only visitors from another culture are usu-
ally capable of: He takes the familiar and, through his unjaded 
perspective, makes it seem exotic and remarkable.

A highly pleasant collection of episodes set in a vanished 
Boston.

THE IPO PLAYBOOK
An Insider’s Perspective on 
Taking Your Company Public 
and How To Do It Right
Cakebread, Steve
Silicon Valley Press (211 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Oct. 15, 2020
978-1-73395-912-4

An expert delivers advice on how to 
launch an IPO in this debut guide.

With a strong insider’s perspective, 
Cakebread, the CFO of Yext, examines IPOs up, down, and 
every which way. His advice starts at a critical juncture that 
enthusiastic entrepreneurs may overlook, sometimes to their 
regret. The author posits that while an IPO is the best long-
term strategy for most companies, that’s not true for all of them. 
He outlines the variables that should factor into a decision to 
go public. He draws from his experiences and the lessons he 
learned in leading three startup tech companies to successful 
IPOs (Pandora, Yext, and Salesforce). He explains why going 
public in 2017 was the most important step in transforming 
Yext from a fledgling company to the nearly $2.3 billion behe-
moth it is today. Business owners who decide on an IPO will 
find a useful toolbox and instruction manual here. As the title 
promises, this is a playbook rather than a staid text. Cakebread 
lays out step by step the actions that will lead to the formation 
of a winning IPO and cautions about traps to watch out for. 
Some are surprising: “Along the way, you suddenly realize that 
the only difference between an IPO road show and your prior 
rounds of venture funding is that now some of the people you 
are meeting are potential enemies.” Before going public, he says, 
if a venture capitalist didn’t like an offering, he simply walked 
away. But in the public markets, “people are looking not just to 
bet on you, but perhaps to bet against you.” Few books examine 
the IPO model from all angles. Cakebread’s wide-ranging analy-
sis uses bullet points and questions to prompt readers into hon-
est assessments. At one point, he asks: “Is the company ready to 
make the investments in time and money to prepare itself to go public?” 

The author stresses the importance of creating chemistry in 
the company’s management. Time is a crucial factor, and Cake-
bread is a stickler about it. He tells readers that if a recruiter 
says a company is planning an IPO in less than nine months, 
it’s a red flag to “run away” because it takes a minimum of 18 
months to prepare for one. The appendix includes every dead-
line needed to offer an IPO and keep it successful.

Entrepreneurs who envision going public will find value 
on every page.

CLEAN SLATE
Campbell, McKie
BookBaby (235 pp.) 
$7.99 e-book  |  Jan. 31, 2020

In this debut thriller, a Vietnam vet-
eran who escaped a violent past becomes 
entangled with criminals in his new, 
quiet life.

In the early 1970s, Pete McLaugh-
lin leaves Los Angeles for Anchorage, 
Alaska. In Anchorage, he takes a Reeve 

Aleutian Airways flight to Dutch Harbor, on an island in 
Unalaska, where he gets a job aboard the crab boat Suzy Q. He 
eventually buys land and begins the laborious task of building 
his own home. But an eventual injury leads him to nurse Annie 
and a strong mutual attraction. Six years later, the now mar-
ried couple come across a grounded boat. Pete investigates 
and finds a man dead from an apparent bear attack. Another 
man is wounded but alive, and he cryptically asks Pete to leave 

“the pack” and tell no one about it. Pete assents but later gets 
a visit from Ronald Kotkin, a lawyer representing the boat’s 
owner, Jonathon Galvan. Kotkin, who implies Pete stole the 
pack, indirectly threatens him when he denies having taken 
anything. Pete nevertheless knows where the pack is, and he 
and Annie, upon retrieving it, discover a hefty stash of illicit 
valuables inside. Reluctant to involve the authorities, Pete 
reveals to Annie for the first time why he left California. He 
was part of a drug deal that went sour, resulting in a few deaths, 
so he’s kept his head down for years. Not informing the cops 
unfortunately won’t stop Galvan from sending thugs to recover 
the pack, and Pete doesn’t anticipate these men will allow him 
or Annie to walk away unscathed. Campbell steadily builds 
tension with a deliberately paced story. The beginning entails 
ample character development, chiefly Pete’s. Scenes of Pete’s 
settling in Alaska skillfully establish the protagonist as a deter-
mined, hardworking man and an easy guy to admire, particu-
larly after he takes in Hector. The Chesapeake Bay retriever 
puppy, affectionately dubbed Heck, is the grandson of Lars, 
who lived on the Suzy Q and only liked Pete and the vessel’s 
owner. Suspense gradually seeps into the strong narrative once 
it’s clear how much Galvan, an intimidating man, wants the 
pack’s MacGuffin contents. This leads to the occasional scare, 
like Pete’s being unable to get ahold of Annie on the phone, 
while the wary protagonist preps for trouble (for example, set-
ting up homemade alarms on his property). And though Pete’s 
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discernible muscles convince readers that he can hold his own 
in a fight, Annie proves more than capable once Galvan’s cro-
nies ultimately show themselves. The final act deftly ramps up 
the action, as Pete and Annie have a plan that an imminent 
winter storm may foil. Throughout the riveting novel, Pete’s 
intriguing backstory intermittently crops up without dulling 
the intensity and includes his post-Vietnam days in California 
as well as the fatal accident that killed his family. The author’s 
generally concise prose is also sharp, most noticeably during 
more tranquil moments in Alaska: “The warmth and slant of 
the autumn sun lit up the greens and golds of the grass flats 
against the dark, somber green of the shadowed mountains.”

Striking, well-established characters star in a tale that 
turns progressively gripping.

ANIMAL SPIRITS IN THE 
NEW MILLENNIUM
A Book of Poetry and a 
Forest Tale
Di Paolo, David
Illus. by Kidd, Dace
SDP Publishing (80 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Oct. 25, 2019
978-1-73382-144-5

Words, images, and songs commingle 
in this collection of poems and a fable, delivering an ode to the 
wisdom of fauna.

Mark Twain once said, “It is just like man’s vanity and 
impertinence to call an animal dumb because it is dumb to his 
dull perceptions.” For Twain, humans err when they assume 
that they have nothing to learn from animals. It’s a mistake 
Di Paolo assiduously avoids in his ambitious verse collection. 
For the author, animals are a repository of wisdom and insight, 
and he wants to give them voice so that readers might listen. 
The book opens with more than a dozen poems channeling 
the sagacity of a variety of beasts, from the owl to the wolf 
to the raven. These pieces are accompanied by starkly beau-
tiful line drawings by Kidd. Here is part of Di Paolo’s poem 
on the beaver: “You, who were driven from the banks, / your 
precious furs / traded, wasted. / Forgive the age gilded / and 
fraught with unjustness. / Let a new chapter be written, / and 
a new story told / of unity, / and prosperity, / of the joining of 
minds and purpose.” Here and elsewhere in the potent volume, 
the animals chide us for objectifying them—and for forget-
ting that we are all part of one natural community. The author 
then offers a vision of that community in “A Forest Tale,” a 
prose fable that is the book’s capstone. In it, the animals that 
readers meet in the preceding poems aid a boy as he works 
through a quest for knowledge and self-realization. The story 
is not only a clever coming-of-age tale, but also, crucially, a 
portrait of humans and animals in productive conversation 
and coexistence. The boy’s maturation culminates with his 
becoming a composer (the book includes one page of sheet 
music for a song titled “1st Invention,” written by Di Paolo). 

The author’s message is clear: He wishes to promote literal 
harmony between human and beast.

A moving invitation to heed the voices of readers’ furred, 
feathered, and finned friends.

A FIREFIGHTER’S STORY
30 Years on the Front Lines
Ehrlich, Richard
FriesenPress (168 pp.) 
$28.99  |  $16.77 paper  |  Aug. 12, 2020
978-1-5255-7179-4
978-1-5255-7180-0 paper

In this memoir, a man recalls his 
three decades as a Philadelphia fire-
fighter and pays heartfelt tribute to his 
brethren in “the most dangerous occupa-
tion in the United States today.”

“Firefighters are held in the highest esteem by most Ameri-
cans. We should be.” By the end of this book, readers will be 
inclined to agree with Ehrlich’s assessment. In his endeavor to 
convey “a strong sense of what firefighting is all about, what 
we have to deal with on a daily basis, and how we strive to do 
the finest job possible,” mission accomplished. Firefighters, 
he writes, are “always ready to put our lives on the line when-
ever the alarm bell rings. We are a uniquely gifted, prideful 
group always ready to rush into harm’s way to rescue those in 
peril.” This work is the next best thing to sharing a beer with 
the author and asking him to relate dramatic stories of “heroic 
rescues, breath-taking acts of bravery, heart-rending tragedies 
and horrific deaths.” Less exciting are his descriptions of the 
meticulous training firefighters receive—the stuff TV series 
like Chicago Fire ignore. But they enhance the layperson’s fur-
ther appreciation of the dedicated hard work behind the hero-
ics. There are perks (uniformed Philadelphia firefighters, he 
relates, get to ride city buses for free). As a paramedic, he deliv-
ered 16 babies and, over the course of his career, got to meet 
Presidents Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, and George H.W. Bush. 
The flipside of that were harrowing incidents, such as his truck 
crew’s being shot at one night after answering a call in “the proj-
ects” or a night when a former firefighter snapped and went on 
a “murderous rampage.” His chapter about the aftermath of 9/11 
is especially moving. Ehrlich writes: “This book is precious to 
me.” He is not a professional writer, but readers, especially fire-
fighters and their families, will forgive the odd misused word (“a 
catastrophe of magnanimous proportions”).

An engrossing account of what makes firefighters so essential.
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ENTHRALLMENT
Evans, Meg
Self (344 pp.) 
$13.79 paper  |  Jun. 23, 2020
978-0-578-69611-9

An Oregon university student finds 
herself drawn to a handsome, mysterious, 
and possibly dangerous neighbor in this 
paranormal debut.

Zara Logan—who lives with Cynthia 
Montgomery and her daughter, Mad-
die—doesn’t immediately notice the new 

next-door neighbors. She finally meets them one rainy night: 
impossibly attractive Dorian Hatch and his cousin Rita. Abun-
dant unexplained events surround these neighbors, starting 
with the “weird chest pains” Zara experiences when she’s get-
ting near or even just seeing Dorian. Though he seems reluctant 
to get close to Zara, the two ultimately succumb to their mutual 
attraction. But Dorian harbors a lot of secrets that he refuses to 
reveal, as evidenced by his and Rita’s cryptic conversations that 
Zara overhears. He insists that it’s better if Zara learns nothing. 
Unfortunately, she soon feels a looming menace that may relate 
to her all-too-real recurring nightmare of something pursuing 
her. Making matters even more unnerving is the creepy, knife-
carrying stranger in the neighborhood as well as the recent news 
of missing local women. Apparent hallucinations, among other 
things, adversely affect Zara’s relationships with her friends 
Rach, Cynthia, and Maddie. This only reinforces Zara’s desire 
for the truth, which she’s determined to hear from Dorian, 
regardless of the consequences. Evans deftly shrouds this series 
opener in mystery. Along with the generally evasive Dorian and 
Rita, there’s an implication that Zara may have a secret in her 
own past of which she’s unaware. Although the story provides 
mere glimpses of the paranormal, the delightfully moody ambi-
ance rarely lets up. The tense narrative continually piles on 
questions, as each encounter with Dorian is more perplexing 
than the last. Readers get some answers in the book’s final pages, 
but the author may be saving further elucidation for the sequel. 
This novel’s striking conclusion, coupled with the conflicted 
and winsome hero, will surely leave readers in anticipation.

A rich, atmospheric setting and an appealing hero bolster 
this enigmatic tale.

THE MOURNING WAVE 
A Novel of the 
Great Storm
Funderburk, Gregory
Koehler Books (282 pp.) 
$28.95  |  $18.95 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Sep. 29, 2020
978-1-64663-178-0
978-1-64663-176-6 paper

After barely surviving the Great 
Storm of 1900, an orphanage boy searches 
for hope in this debut historical novel.

On Sept. 8, 1900, a hurricane slams into Galveston, Texas, 
in what is still America’s worst natural disaster. At St. Mary’s 
Orphan Asylum, the sisters and staff are desperately trying to 
save 93 children, but only three boys survive: Will Murney, 14; 
Albert Campbell, 13; and Frank Madera, 12. When the storm 
subsides, Will and his companions trek toward the hospital, 
slowed by injuries and a mountain of corpse-strewn wreckage. 
Stunned survivors wander among the debris, searching for loved 
ones. As time passes, Galveston begins to pull itself together, 
distributing food, providing medical aid, and collecting the 
dead. It takes six weeks to burn all the bodies. Meanwhile, Will 
struggles to reconcile himself with the tragedy without losing 
faith: “Although enduring loss was one of life’s most crucial 
themes, seeking sunlit hope in its wake was also one of its most 
crucial duties.” In his book, Funderburk hews closely to historic 
accounts and real figures, bringing them to life with great 
sensitivity and a fine ear for period-appropriate diction (“Your 
bean, son, got conked awful good”). While the story is harrowing, 
it is shot through with striking, well-earned moments of grace 
and compassion—even humor; a woman doling out food calls 
it “Don’t Ask Stew.” The storm’s destruction is horrifying, yet 
Will’s hunt for meaning is luminously described. The larger 
community comes together in ways sometimes flawed but also 
beautiful, as when Clara Barton, founder of the American Red 
Cross, gives a speech: “To watch her mobilize power in the 
cause of service to the suffering was extraordinary,” thinks Will.

A well-written, deeply moving exploration of finding cause 
for optimism after a disaster.

SPECIES
Fundin, Johan
Asioni Press (368 pp.) 
$0.99 e-book  |  Sep. 29, 2020

A techno-thriller focuses on a shocking 
archaeological discovery.

In this novel, which features a mix 
of genres, epochs, and life forms, Fundin 
takes readers on a vertigo-inducing trip 
from one corner of the globe to another. 
It takes a lot of ink to cover so much ter-

ritory (mental and physical), but the book is so fast-paced that 
its 350-plus pages never get ponderous. The story opens during 

While the story is harrowing, it is shot through with striking, 
well-earned moments of grace and compassion.

the mourning wave
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the Cold War in an East Berlin divided into politically opposed 
factions. Russian spy Igor Gerasim Klurov, a nuclear scientist 
and sergeant in the Strategic Space Forces, is perplexed when 
an anonymous driver picks him up at the airport and whisks 
him through the city streets as they head toward “the source 
of the secret.” What secret? That enigma swirls around a star-
tling archaeological find: 40,000-year-old fossilized Neander-
thal skeletons. Homo sapiens committed what is deemed to be 
the first genocide in history—the systematic extinction of the 
Neanderthals, with whom they shared the planet. Homo sapi-
ens took over the world, but eventually they were threatened 
by vengeful neo-Neanderthals, determined to wipe them out. 
Modern-day scientists use the skeletons to map the Neander-
thals’ genome, which poses a scientific and ethical dilemma: 
Should they be cloned? Thus begins a tumultuous mystery/
thriller in ever changing locations and time periods as factions 
fight for control of the skeletons. Frightening covert medical 
research in a hospital, punctuated with murders and all manner 
of subterfuge, drives the well-crafted plot. With one unpredict-
able twist after another, things get even more complex when 
readers learn that many of the characters are not at all who they 
seem. Some have assumed false identities. The good guys are 
actually the bad guys—or are they? The book concludes with 
a philosophical and existential issue that is eerily reflective of 
today’s societal ills and encompasses the questionable future 
of humanity. Fundin’s skill in weaving seemingly unrelated ele-
ments into a cohesive, logical storyline makes for a novel that 
readers will quickly devour. Fans of Robin Cook and John le 
Carré will be spellbound.

A masterful tale that involves Neanderthals, espionage, 
and murder.

THE PEOPLE OF 
OSTRICH MOUNTAIN 
Githaiga, Ndirangu
Bon Esprit Books (366 pp.) 
$12.23 paper  |  $4.55 e-book
May 14, 2020
978-1-73504-170-4

In this novel, Kenya is the center 
of three lives connected by blood and 
friendship.

In Part 1, it’s 1952, and Kenya—long 
under colonial rule—is seeing violent clashes as the British 
try to put down the Mau Mau uprising. Atrocities and police 
raids affect the small village of Kīandutu, home of 14-year-old 
Wambūi Karanja. Gifted in mathematics, Wambūi is accepted at 
a prestigious Kenyan boarding school, where she gains a mentor 
and friend in her White mathematics teacher, Eileen Atwood. 
Wambūi eventually marries shopkeeper Mwangi Kīng’ori, dis-
covering in herself an unexpected talent for business. In Part 2, 
Eileen is forced into retirement in 1989 and returns to England, 
where she feels like a stranger after more than 40 years away. 
Meanwhile, Wambūi’s son, Raymond, becomes a doctor, taking 
a residency at a Chicago hospital, where he experiences both 

prejudice and success. In his debut novel, Githaiga writes in the 
great realist tradition, sometimes recalling Victorian novelists 
like Dickens or, more recently, Vikram Seth. He paints on a 
wide canvas—investigating points of view of those disparate in 
age, gender, and nationality with equal attention and skill—in 
prose that’s lively but dignified. For example: “homesickness, 
that erstwhile banished companion, began to make an unwel-
come comeback.” Racism is an important theme in the novel, 
all the more effectively explored because Githaiga uses a scal-
pel, not a hammer. Wambūi, taking the train to boarding school, 
notices a sign reading “WHITES ONLY. She turned left and 
continued walking.” Also thoughtfully considered is the com-
plexity of immigration, as with Eileen’s story. Home, to her, is 
Kenya, where she’s never become a citizen.

A rich, absorbing story of destinies intertwined across 
time and space.

ISN’T IT SCARY?
Hamilton, Vernon
Archway Publishing (40 pp.) 
$25.95  |  $16.95 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
Jul. 13, 2020
978-1-4808-8916-3
978-1-4808-8917-0 paper

In this debut picture book, a brother 
and sister learn how all kinds of little 
ones are kept safe by their parents.

Walking with their mother in a suburban park, young Rosa 
and Travis notice many young animals, including a baby rabbit, 
deer, and bat, and imagine each time that the creatures must 
be frightened. The squirrel, for example, climbs high in a tree, 
and Rosa asks why: “Isn’t it scary?” Each time, their mother 
reassures the children that baby animals are well taken care of, 
and their homes—treetops, burrow, swamp, woods, and so on—
are just right, “a very, very nice place.” When Travis later worries 
about turning off the reading light, Rosa reminds him that 
their bedroom, too, is a very nice place. In his book, Hamilton 
provides comforting bedtime reading that meets children’s 
fears with respect and thoughtfulness while also encouraging 
awareness about animal habitats. The tale’s predictable 
repetition both emphasizes the message and is itself reassuring. 
The uncredited full-page illustrations skillfully portray the 
dark-skinned family and naturalistic animals and backgrounds 
in rich shades of brown, gold, and aqua that contribute to the 
story’s nurturing feel.

A warm hug of a tale that comforts and informs.
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BLIND PONY
As True a Story as I Can Tell
Hart, Samantha 
Self (352 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Oct. 15, 2020
978-1-64871-010-0

A debut memoir tells the story of a 
teenager trying to escape a life of exploi-
tation and find herself.

Hart’s troubles started when she was 
5 years old. Her mother had left her husband, taking her five 
daughters to live on her parents’ farm in rural Pennsylvania. 
According to Hart, her grandfather sexually abused her repeat-
edly, trying to hide the horrific deeds from the rest of the family. 
He was caught in the act by the author’s mother, who ignored 
it. Hart decided she would have to fend for herself and headed 
to Arizona to live with her father, “Wild Bill,” whom she had 
idealized in his absence. But he had started a new family, and 
Hart would not be a part of it. The cycle of abuse continued as 
she fled Arizona for Los Angeles after a pimp tried to recruit 
her. She found herself hooked on drugs and abused by a string 
of men trying to keep her as a sex object. But along the way, she 
discovered assets and talents. Eventually, she realized she had 
inherited her father’s ability to bluff his way through sales and 
that she was good at prepping a store for presentations. She did 
some modeling, and that led her to different jobs as a stylist 
for adult photo shoots. Hart followed a photographer named 
Eugene to England and wound up traveling around Europe, sell-
ing adult photo sets to publishers. At one point, she became a 
backgammon hustler in Los Angeles, something readers likely 
won’t find in many memoirs. Most of this happened before 
she turned 20. What pulls the story along is that each time the 
exploitation cycle repeated, Hart seemed to get a little closer to 
relying on her own strengths and finally becoming independent. 
The drugs, the lure of glamour, and just bad decision-making 
kept getting in the way. Hart is a gifted storyteller, and some-
times these engaging tales of traveling the world and mingling 
with the rich and famous seem like something out of a celeb-
rity biopic (perhaps why she subtitled her work). The book is 
ultimately inspirational, but readers have to see the author go 
through a wringer to get there.

A harrowing and engrossing account of a young woman’s 
difficult journey.

DRIFTWOOD 
Stories From the 
Margarita Road
Head, Anthony Lee 
Manuscript (273 pp.) 

This debut collection of short stories 
features an exotic location populated by 
believable people.

Paradise Beach is a fictional Mexican 
town on the Riviera Maya in Quintana 
Roo, somewhere between Cancún and 

Tulum. (Head owned a bar and hotel for a decade in Playa del 
Carmen.) But Paradise Beach is more than a Jimmy Buffett cli-
ché. The atmosphere is real, and certainly the characters and 
events are inspired by the author’s own sojourn in Mexico—
how close they are to the truth doesn’t matter. These are dis-
crete vignettes (though characters sometimes reappear), each 
prefaced by a short reflection on what one is about to read. The 
first tale sets the scene with a biographical sketch of Poppa (who 
appears to be Head’s alter ego). He is the classic expatriate, the 
footloose drifter who finally landed on this largely unspoiled 
shore—“living the dream,” in that awful cliché. Some stories are 
humorous; some are poignant; some defy description. Poppa is 
sometimes a main actor in these tales but more often a bemused 
bystander, counselor, or father figure. He holds the book and, it 
occasionally seems, Paradise Beach together. In a setting such 
as this, it is hard to avoid clichés, so the work does have ugly 
American tourists usually staying at the expensive, antiseptic 
resorts that are becoming more and more common. They ven-
ture next door to Paradise Beach and gripe because things do 
not perfectly match what the travel agent promised. There are 
also “Margaritaville”-type reflections and paeans to life off the 
middle-class, money-grubbing grid. While such things come 
with this idyllic territory, Head keeps them mostly in check.

The author is at his best with tales that may be rooted in 
the local milieu but are really universal. People fall in love just 
as often in Albuquerque as in Paradise Beach. The difference—
and it is a crucial one—is that Albuquerque is not Edenic, not 
a place one escapes to and then is forced to take stock of one’s 
life. This is the moral fulcrum of the finest of the stories, as 
when Poppa and Lynn Timmons fall in love or when Sadie and 
Roy break up. Perhaps the strangest tale (“The Old Man in the 
Sea”) stars not a human character but an old black grouper (seen 
through Poppa’s eyes). It is a very touching rumination on what 
this sea creature has seen and suffered in his—starting out as 
a her—30 years offshore. While the collection offers a bunch 
of familiar characters, the strongest ones are fully fleshed out, 
not cardboard cutouts. All stories must end, and the end comes 
for Paradise Beach in the form of a monster hurricane, Bad-Ass 
Bertha, that all but levels the little town. Poppa realizes that it 
would be pointless to try to rebuild his bar. In the end, he and 
his old friend Chaz sit on the beach in the dark. Chaz, using 
the allegory of a bullfight and the exhausted beast to discuss 
the concept of querencia, explains why people like himself and 
Poppa should move on. Indeed, there is, almost literally, no 
Paradise Beach anymore. And with that, readers will realize 

The author is at his best with tales that may be rooted 
in the local milieu but are really universal.
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that Paradise Beach is no more real than Macondo or Prospero’s 
enchanted isle.

Truly wonderful and moving tales; the author is a writer 
to watch.

LOST ONE STANDING 
Hill, Hector
Waterfall Films (258 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Apr. 29, 2020
978-1-73469-241-9

Ruthless mercenaries invade a posh 
New England prep school and confront 
resourceful teens in this high-stakes 
YA thriller.

Seventeen-year-old Cade Dixon is 
part Holden Caulfield, part Jason Bourne, with a touch of Mac-
Gyver. He was raised by a single mother whose administrative 
position at a prep school enables him to attend. He covertly 
sells homework assignments to his wealthy classmates and har-
bors a crush on a student named Kira but hasn’t yet kissed a girl. 
He’s inordinately curious, highly intelligent, and knows every 
hiding place in the school. These characteristics, combined 
with his mastery of mixed martial arts, make him a terrific 
foil for brilliant, diabolical criminal mastermind Reilly, who’s 
employed 14 heavily armed men to lay siege to the school. He 
has sophisticated, encrypted communication devices enabling 
him to jam all cellphones and electronics on campus and to tap 
into law enforcement agencies’ feeds. Cade avoids the initial 
student roundup and works to prevent what horrors he can; 
he manages to get his mother released, enlist Kira’s aid, and 
inflict serious injury on some henchmen. Meanwhile, Reilly 
announces his plan: The 10 richest parents of the hostages 
must transfer as much money as they can raise in an hour into 
an offshore account. The child whose parents raise the least 
will be executed. The story’s pacing is taut and its tension 
intense, but it’s tempered by the enjoyable pairing of Cade and 
Kira. Both are supersmart, funny kids whose knowledge base 
includes physics, chemistry, psychology, and even Morse code 
to help them outfox Reilly. Apt high school references abound, 
as when Cade notes that a weaponized 1922 school trophy is 
solid metal because “back then you only gave out one”—no 
participation awards necessary. Kira pulls off a few acts that 
are reminiscent of Katniss Everdeen’s exploits because, due to 
the popularity of The Hunger Games and Brave, “every girl in 
school had been obsessed with all things archery.” The book’s 
positive depictions of female roles and slyly understated poli-
tics are also appealing.

A captivating story of a reluctant hero that will leave 
readers eagerly anticipating the next installment.

THE GREAT TEXAS DANCE
Jackson, Mark C. 
Five Star Publishing (297 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Apr. 22, 2020
978-1-4328-6850-5

In the second installment of a his-
torical fiction series, a man finds him-
self perilously embroiled in the Texas 
Revolution.

In 1836, Texas settlers are in open 
revolt against the Mexican government, 

attempting to establish independence. Zebadiah Creed joins the 
cause, enlisting in the New Orleans Greys, still reeling from the 
murders of his parents by the Lakota and of his brother, Jonathan, 
by “bushwhackin’ thieves.” Zebadiah and his pal Grainger make 
their way to San Antonio, but their fort at the Alamo is in grave 
danger, soon to be overtaken by a sea of Mexican soldiers. Both 
men are tasked with a dangerous mission: delivering a letter to 
Gen. Sam Houston urgently requesting support. But the Alamo 
seems increasingly doomed, and Zebadiah and Granger are sent 
to solicit help from the impossibly arrogant Col. James Fannin, 
who refuses to comply with the request or to wisely retreat when 
an overwhelming army of Mexican soldados arrives. Jackson’s 
sequel to An Eye for an Eye (2017) combines a riveting, briskly 
paced tale of adventure with a historically nuanced peek at the 
conflict—the Texans see themselves as freedom fighters while 
the Mexican government considers the group invaders. The plot 
can become overly convoluted as well as implausible—at one 
juncture, Zebadiah seems to believe he can negotiate a peace-
ful cease-fire with a Mexican general by making him a gift of his 
Bowie knife, a proposition even he seems embarrassed by later. 
Still, Zebadiah is a captivatingly nuanced character, murderously 
angry but morally principled. And as Deaf Smith, another soldier, 
observes, it’s not at all obvious why he’s there at all: “Are ya here 

’cause God wants you to be here? Son, in a fight like this, ya gotta 
serve somebody or some higher purpose, else your just killin’ for 
no good reason at all.”

A gripping blend of dramatic fiction and historical portraiture.

BE A CHAMPION IN LIFE
Homeless to Champion
Jensen, Richard
CreateSpace (214 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Apr. 16, 2020
978-1-987476-44-6

Wrestling serves as an apt meta-
phor in this real-life tale of turmoil and 
redemption.

Jensen opens this gripping memoir 
during the summer after his high school graduation as he envi-
sions wrestling at the community college level. However, his 
decision to make quick money in the Alaska fishing industry—
where the mental and physical tolls of long, intense hours are 
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often soothed with alcohol and drugs—leads to an extended, 
harrowing set of detours spanning nearly two decades. The 
devastating effects of Jensen’s meth addiction are on full dis-
play, with countless scenes of drug-fueled rage, recklessness, 
and depravity. At one point, he nearly died from blood loss, too 
altered to notice a serious injury. In a striking irony, readers 
witness the slow destruction of a body that in the context of 
wrestling would be treated as a temple through nutrition, train-
ing, and discipline. At the same time, Jensen’s physical prowess, 
spatial awareness, and mental acuity occasionally came in handy 
when violence erupted. The author effectively employs visceral 
language to describe these conflicts: “I was a master at masking 
fear, but you can only wear a mask for so long before the face 
beneath, the true face of who you are, eats its way to the sur-
face.” In addition, he recounts several heartbreaking moments 
with family members, and if there’s a minor flaw to this book, 
it’s a lack of familial context at the beginning of his story. Jensen 
often mentions his reliance on values instilled in his upbringing, 
but it’s not clear what these are. Eventually, an epiphany and 
one last arrest sparked his grueling journey to recovery. Finally, 
at 36, he found himself where he had planned to be all those 
years before, wrestling on a community college team. Although 
the author repeatedly emphasizes that the ultimate goal was 
not necessarily winning, he reached the pinnacle of his wres-
tling career in 2016, becoming a Folkstyle national champion in 
the Masters Division. Overall, this memoir’s content and style 
make it easy to see why Jensen later found success as a motiva-
tional speaker.

An unvarnished recollection of the difficulties and rewards 
of overcoming addiction.

EDUCATORS’ BLUEPRINT
Unlocking Students’ 
Potential
Jones, J.K. 
Fascinare (276 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Jan. 20, 2020
978-0-9828946-7-5

A career educator shares her human-
istic approach to teaching.

While primarily targeting new teach-
ers, this debut book is likely to be enlightening even to expe-
rienced ones. Jones focuses on “holistically considering the 
needs of learners” in a work that weaves together philosophy 
and practicality. In the first chapter, the author makes an impas-
sioned case for the teaching profession, noting the importance 
of “soft skills,” such as motivation, persuasion, and patience, 
which enhance an educator’s ability to have a positive impact 
on students. Also in this chapter, Jones effectively addresses 
the need for combining enthusiasm with reality; she suggests, 
for example, that education can be elevating and enriching, but 
teachers must recognize “students may not be able to see a bet-
ter future from their current position in life.” Subsequent chap-
ters concentrate on specific aspects of teaching in support of 

the book’s “Blueprint” construct. Chapter 2 is an overview of 
how to proceed with a new school year, including helpful tips 
for classroom setup, first-day steps, and parent-teacher confer-
ences. The remaining chapters focus on developmental areas, 
including behavior, instruction, and performance. In each chap-
ter, the author’s caring philosophy is evident, but she also offers 
concrete teaching tools. A graphic of a hand depicts each of the 
five fingers cleverly representing a particular desired behav-
ior; “Stay Positive (Thumbs Up)” and “No Disrespect (Middle 
Finger),” for example. “Twenty-One Skills that all kids should 
have” broadly applies across all age groups. An exhaustive list 
of “Types of Fund Raisers” will prove valuable to the entire 
school community. A description of 10 “Technology Applica-
tions (Apps)” specific to teaching will come in handy. There 
doesn’t seem to be an area related to elementary and second-
ary classroom teaching that Jones omits in this comprehensive 
work. Her zeal for teaching is apparent, as is her view of what an 
instructor can accomplish: “You can be the teacher who looks 
at a student and doesn’t see a failure, a behavior problem, a slow 
learner, but a student who has limitless potential who can be 
anything with the investment of time, dedication and effort.”

Encouraging and positive teaching advice that’s realistic 
and pragmatic.

FAKE
Kay, Roz
Darley Press (285 pp.) 
Sep. 21, 2020
978-1-8381914-0-5

A Philadelphia couple whose mar-
riage is on the rocks try to fend off their 
landlords, who are scheming to move 
back into their house, in this novel.

James Cowper is British, but he has 
spent his adult life in Philadelphia, mar-

ried for 20 years to a nurse named Imani. They have one son 
who is away at college. After some financial setbacks and mar-
riage counseling, they have moved into a historic house. James 
is working for a firm that secures art for auctions, but he’s had 
some problems there, too, and owes the owner several thou-
sand dollars. The couple’s landlords, Bruce and Davorka Miller, 
have leased their home to the Cowpers for two years while the 
Millers have moved to Florida. But after a hurricane destroyed 
the home and all their possessions, the Millers have returned 
to Philadelphia with a plan to move back into their house and 
evict the Cowpers. Hanging on by only Imani’s nursing salary 
and the validity of the lease, James needs to get back in his 
wife’s good graces and also find a rare piece of art that will give 
him some financial security. But the Millers have house keys 
and are not the kind of people who will take no for an answer. 
Kay’s enjoyable novel has a robust plot that captures her head-
strong characters’ mad dash to stay afloat in rapidly gentrifying 
Philadelphia. They all carry so much baggage that their even-
tual collision with one another in the story’s hilarious third act 
makes for a truly madcap dinner party like no other. The issues 

In each chapter, the author’s caring philosophy is evident, 
but she also offers concrete teaching tools.

educators’  blueprint
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are many, but the dialogue is full of wit and gives clear insight 
into the characters’ obstinate and oftentimes amusing psyches. 
James is very British, but he’s after something uniquely Ameri-
can, and his thorny journey is written with charm and vitality.

A clever, timely tale about desperate people maneuvering 
through a tricky situation.

LE FLÂNEUR
Labry, Alex 
Photos by the author
Manuscript (99 pp.) 

In this book of photographs taken 
in various states and countries, a man 

embraces the “flâneur” spirit and presents the vivid subjects 
encountered on his aimless explorations.

In a brief but effective artist statement, Labry reveals how 
he got his start: as photography manager for the Texas House 
of Representatives, where part of his job was “to unobtrusively 
chronicle the members’ interactions in the House Chamber.” 
The instrument responsible, a Leica M series film camera, 
also took the pictures that make up this collection. Years ago, 
the author dubbed his trusted camera “Nola” in honor of his 
beloved hometown. While many places are represented in 
these photos—Berlin, Paris, Texas, Ireland—none is more 
lovingly and vibrantly captured than New Orleans. “Some of 
my earliest childhood memories are of natural light,” Labry 
writes, and his description of the city’s particular glow suggests 
that there’s no better birthplace for an aspiring photographer. 
In these 89 photos, he returns again and again to art as a subject. 
Photos capture murals, paintings, and graffiti, but images of 
statuary persist throughout the collection. “Statue of Andrew 
Jackson,” “Statue of Professor Longhair,” “Statue of Slave Girl,” 

“Statue of Ignatius J. Reilly” are just some Labry has included. 
Seeing as the artist has already produced a book of photos of 
Joan of Arc statuary, this is clearly an abiding interest for him. 
But the images of people are the true standouts. “Fast Food” 
and “Jackson Square” both capture folks slumped on benches; 

“French Quarter” shows a man playing a guitar on a stoop. 
“Mardi Gras” depicts an older man and a young boy intimately 
conferring in what looks like the bed of a truck. These beautiful 
images are evidence of Labry’s excellent eye for human figures 
and how they occupy space and frame. In this volume, the 
living are more exciting subjects than the inanimate. The 
author writes: “All photographs are as much or more about their 
creator than the thing photographed.” These works tell readers 
their creator is a keen and compassionate observer of a city’s 
human denizens.

An eclectic, exciting collection of photos infused with a 
wandering curiosity.

MAGICAL ALBERT
How a Preemie Foal Changed 
One Couple’s Definition of 
Family Forever
Lumsden, Renata 
FriesenPress (259 pp.) 
$23.99  |  Jul. 30, 2020
978-1-5255-6931-9

This second volume of a memoir 
focuses on a champion horse’s son and his 
bumpy path to the harness racing oval.

After a successful harness racing career, 8-year-old Illusion-
ist, called Lusi by Lumsden’s family, retired in 2009 to become a 
broodmare. In January 2014, she had already given birth to two 
fillies. Now, she was carrying her first colt. Two weeks before her 
due date, Lusi ran into trouble, and Magical Albert was deliv-
ered prematurely by cesarean section. The veterinarian asked 
Lumsden and her husband, Dave, which one they wanted him 
to save, the mare or the foal. Dave told him Lusi came first but 
to try to save both. Magical Albert spent almost two weeks on a 
ventilator and months lapping up a special formula. But mother 
and son both survived and thrived. Over the years, inspired by 
Dave’s passion, the Canadian couple had been buying, racing, 
and selling horses. Lusi was different: They knew they would 
always keep her. Lumsden’s memoir/primer on standard-bred 
harness racing traces the couple’s transformation from horse 
owners to horse parents. The growing herd became part of their 
family. “Mingling with horses had never come naturally to me,” 
the author writes. “Despite ten years of practice, I wasn’t com-
fortable around the great beasts.” The birth of Magical Albert 
changed that: “Face to face, Albert and I became locked in a 
silent, intimate exchange. The kindness in the depths of his 
expressive gaze signalled the beginning of a friendship.” Lums-
den felt a shift in her “perspective on life and…approach to 
all major decisions.” A scientist by profession and inclination, 
she opened herself up to the acceptance of the unpredictable, 
becoming an author along the way. The personal story is intrigu-
ing, but the horses are what really shine in this memoir—their 
individual personalities, quirks, and tenderness. Some of Lums-
den’s most riveting passages give moment-by-moment details of 
key races. Readers can feel the excitement of Magical Albert’s 
ultimate commitment to victory: “Suddenly, Magical Albert 
seemed to notice the competition. Our boy dug in at the rail 
and stretched his neck at the finish line.”

Eloquent and informative; will especially appeal to horse 
lovers and racing fans.
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EVIL IN TECHNICOLOR 
Ed. by McDermott, Joe M.
Vernacular Books (372 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2020
978-1-952283-03-1

Ten spooky stories pay tribute to the 
wicked delights of classic and modern 
gothic horror fiction in this anthology.

Editor McDermott combines 
aspects of horror and fantasy in this 
deliciously dark volume probing the 

depths of the unexplained and the nature of evil. The collec-
tion immediately evokes an edgy rather than an overly fright-
ening tone with Stina Leicht’s moody “Forgiveness Is Warm 
Like a Tear on the Cheek.” The tale features a man wrestling 
with ghosts from his past in a reputedly haunted, three-story 
Victorian house where spirits reside in an adjacent cemetery. 
In order to bury the unresolved demons in his past, he must 
confront some present-day scares (and a few apparitions) first. 
Fans of deep blue ocean waters will appreciate the murky 
mystery emerging from the depths of the Mediterranean in 
fantasy writer E. Catherine Tobler’s superbly disturbing “Blue 
Hole, Red Sea.” A female archaeology diver confronts an omi-
nous hieroglyphic obelisk and a majestic temple honoring 
female gods. McDermott’s story selections conjure a devilish 
panoply of players, ranging from the desperate actor in Rhian-
non Rasmussen’s vampiric fantasy “The Maidens of Midnight” 
who finally gets her big break playing a “monster and a lesbian” 
to a magician prodded to teach an eager follower “real magic” 
in Adam Gallardo’s “The Ultimate Secret of Magic” and the 
young, wildly imaginative writer and Ayn Rand fan who spends 
her summer vacation crafting a horror novel in Molly Tanzer’s 

“Summer Camp Would Have Been a Lot Cheaper.”
Vampires, even those who are killed only to be resurrected 

by their younger counterparts, reign supreme in Bonnie Jo 
Stufflebeam’s menacingly comic monster mashup “Hammer-
ville.” The story references the British movie production com-
pany responsible for the gothic “Hammer Horror” films of the 
1950s through the ’70s. Most tales immediately sweep readers 
into their atmospheric nightmares, like Craig Laurance Gid-
ney’s “Myth and Moor,” which stars a child who seamlessly 
converses with a witch and the ghost of a missing kid on the 
heath outside her home. Still others are masterful in their slow-
burn narrative setups that then spring horrific denouements 
on unsuspecting readers. This is true of the haunted, Maine-
based B&B featured in Haralambi Markov’s cinematic gore-
fest “The Midnight Feast,” where a final, breathless countdown 
spells sheer terror. In this volume, McDermott, a co-editor of 
the collection of futuristic crime short fiction The Way of the 
Laser (2020), combines novelettes with shorter vignettes to an 
impressive extent. His anthology will appeal to readers of both 
modern horror fiction and the classic genre yarns derived from 
the black-and-white and early color film eras. A character in A.C. 
Wise’s ghost-story homage to classic horror, titled “A Thou-
sand Faces Minus One,” says a timely, eerily relevant mouthful 
when she quips: “People love hidden histories and conspiracy 

theories.” These same readers and many more will savor this 
collection of the sinister, the kooky, and the creepy.

Plenty of standouts are on display in this gruesome grab 
bag of literary terror.

THE MEAT AND POTATOES 
OF LIFE
My True Lit Com
Molinari, Lisa Smith
Elva Resa Publishing (256 pp.) 
$26.95  |  $9.99 e-book  |  May 1, 2020
978-1-934617-54-0

A memoir focuses on motherhood 
and life as a military spouse.

Molinari, a mother of three and wife 
of a naval intelligence officer, offers wit 

and wisdom in her book. Her husband, Francis, now retired, 
served on an anti-terrorism task force, and his career included 
deployments around the world. As a result, the family lived in 
Germany, Florida, and Rhode Island. The author shouldered 
the parenting duties alone during Francis’ yearlong deployment 
in Djibouti. In addition to the typical tasks of a stay-at-home 
mom, Molinari organized a rigorous calendar of therapies and 
monitored play dates for her son, Hayden, who was diagnosed 
with autism as a toddler. To relieve stress, the author began 
writing. The lively and resonant memoir builds on her work as 
a columnist and blogger. She compares the book to a sitcom 
with a key distinction: “Unlike sitcoms…the meaning in my 
reality is not always clear. It often gets muddled with the trivial, 
mundane, and chaotic details in my daily routine.” Molinari 
captures visiting the orthodontist, tackling taxes, and working 
out as brief episodes. There are essays about chores, milestones, 
and Christmas. In an essay about a summer vacation with her 
extended family, “personal secrets were inevitably revealed,” 
the author writes. Anti-fungal ointments, heavy mayonnaise, 
and large undergarments emerge: “Admittedly, my Jockeys ‘For 
Her’ were ample enough to fold over several times.” Readers 
will relish Molinari’s self-deprecating anecdotes about aging, 
marriage, and anxiety. The volume includes memorable one-
liners (“I’ve got more culture in my upturned pinkie than you’d 
get from a case of Chobani”) as well as lessons on hard work and 
gratitude. Readers may wish for more about Hayden’s childhood 
years. The author writes consistently about his younger sisters 
as children while Hayden emerges from his diagnosis as a teen. 
(He is now an engineer.) With just glimpses of his progress, 
readers will likely be unable to appreciate his significant strides. 
Tonally, though, the details of Hayden’s journey are perhaps best 
left for another book. In this one, there is a palpable sense of 
wonder for everything from a dog’s shedding to parenthood: 

“It’s an incredible privilege to watch a human being grow.”
Memorable autobiographical essays capturing the service 

of motherhood with candor, humor, and grace.

Readers will savor this collection of the 
sinister, the kooky, and the creepy.

evil in technicolor
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THE GARAGE GUERRILLA
Pearce, Collin 
Self (289 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
May 16, 2020
978-1-73503-720-2

A new detective’s efforts working a 
nearly 50-year-old cold case outside of 
Denver produce unexpected results in 
this debut forensic thriller.

When divorced, 40-something Abi-
gail Thompson takes a bag of garbage into the garage one frigid 
February night in 1969, she first realizes the overhead light isn’t 
working. Then she grasps that she is not alone in the dark garage 
that she will never leave. Under an hour after gunshots rock the 
neighborhood, young police detective Sean Kennedy and his 
partner, David Maxwell, view Thompson’s bloody corpse on 
the garage floor. Nine weeks after the unsolved murder, secret 
smoker Kathrine Sandoval goes into her garage to light up after 
her husband leaves for his night school class. Sandoval’s garage 
light also doesn’t turn on. Striking a match for her cigarette, she 
first sees a pair of shoes, then spies the flickering silhouette of 
a man standing in them. Her murder, assigned to Kennedy and 
Maxwell, also goes unsolved. Fast-forward almost five decades, 
and newbie police detective Jake Caldwell pores over cold cases. 
After striking out with a few, he reviews Thompson’s file, then 
sees a link to not only Sandoval’s killing, but to other area mur-
ders and attacks as well. Caldwell realizes a serial killer once 
prowled his community. If the right evidence exists, current 
forensic tools could lead to the murderer’s identity. Caldwell 
hopes that one of the original detectives on the case might be 
both alive and helpful to him. The writing in Pearce’s novel, 
inspired by a true story, is clean and clear. Doubling as a police 
procedural, the thriller works through positive leads and dead 
ends and will keep readers on edge as connections are made and 
frustrations mount. A reference librarian introducing Caldwell 
to a microfilm machine to use in his research adds some levity 
to the story. Particularly gripping and taut prose makes the sev-
eral garage scenes memorable.

A riveting tale guaranteed to make readers think twice 
before entering a garage at night.

HALVING IT ALL
Petersen, Stephanie McPeak
Self (141 pp.) 
$9.98 paper  |  $4.98 e-book  |  Jul. 18, 2020
979-8-6671-6787-7

In this debut novel, a group of abducted 
earthlings learns about economics in a satir-
ical SF setting.

Three female earthlings—Evadne 
Lynn, Flora Neemer, and Millicent 
Tenor—have been sent to the economic 

reeducation camp on the tiny, remote moon of Ting. There, 

they receive hologram lessons from Violet Self, who uses as 
her textbook The Manual of Basic Economics for the Stupid and 
Ill-Informed to convert the young women from socialists to 
capitalists. These lessons take on particular resonance for the 
prisoners given that they spend most of their energy gathering 
coconuts for sustenance. They are released before too long but 
cannot go back to Earth, which has been quarantined due to 
an outbreak of coronavirus. Instead, they are sent to the larger 
moon of Kapathund, a socialist society caught in the midst of 
hyperinflation. Kapathund is the home world of Violet, who 
meets with the women to explain why the socialist moon isn’t 
anything how they imagined it to be. With Violet’s help, the 
group seeks to cure Kapathund of its inflation and learn some-
thing about the true nature of capitalism along the way. Peters-
en’s comic world, rendered in precise prose, brings to mind the 
work of Douglas Adams. While there is much talk of the under-
lying theory of economics, Petersen has quite a lot to say about 
human behavior as well, as here where Violet observes another 
group of prisoners on Ting: “There was always one person 
who seemed...not smarter or more industrious, not even more 
prone to capitalism. But there was usually one person who was 
unhappier than the other two. More unfulfilled, more driven…
it was usually a feeling of frustration, rather than optimism, 
that pushed people forward.” The book’s message is decidedly 
pro-capitalist, though its definition of capitalism is a bit more 
nuanced than the term generally used in American political 
debates. The story does not have much of an emotional dimen-
sion—the cartoonish characters primarily exist to represent 
various (and often misinformed) ideological positions—but the 
novel is short enough to mostly satisfy as a satire.

A comic and engaging yet didactic look at the mechanisms 
underlying economies.

WHERE THE LIGHT GATHERS
Pressman, D. Kathryn
Delphine Books (486 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Oct. 23, 2019
978-0-578-59339-5

A debut historical novel focuses on 
the life and times of the Renaissance 
painter Filippo Lippi.

The opening of Pressman’s book 
finds its Italian protagonist, the man 
who would become the seminal artist 

Lippi, at a low point in his life: age 26 in 1432, chained to the oar 
of a Tunisian pirate ship, fighting for his survival against the ele-
ments and the cruelty of his masters. Lippi had been a monk in 
Florence when his artistic talent was recognized by the painter 
Masaccio. Eventually, Lippi’s prior turned him loose on the 
world to learn the craft of painting from its masters. Now, he’s 
a prisoner, regaling his fellow inmates onboard the pirate ship 
with stories from his adventurous youth. The author weaves 
these tales with the formative years of Cosimo and Lorenzo 
de’ Medici, giving readers a captivating split-screen view of the 
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same period of the early Renaissance seen from two very dif-
ferent angles. The audience follows the Medici scions as they 
learn the details of statecraft, and, through Lippi’s musings, 
readers watch the course of his life, his various romances, and 
his growth as an artist (“An interesting face, or a beautiful one, 
were all the same to him. He was capable in a short time of trac-
ing a visage in his mind, of committing it to memory so that 
he could reproduce it faithfully the next time he put charcoal 
to paper”). Naturally, the novel’s action ignites when these two 
narrative strands combine and the Medicis begin their tempes-
tuous working relationship with Lippi. In those sections of the 
book, readers will see the Renaissance taking shape in a very 
human form. Pressman’s research is obvious on every page, but 
there are no clunky exposition dumps; the factual grounding is 
worked smoothly into the story’s threads. The only slight imbal-
ance arises from the fact that the seasoning of the Medici heirs 
is often more intriguing than the monastic adventures of an 
apprentice monk.

A confident and very readable Renaissance tale for fans of 
The Agony and the Ecstasy.

MAN TO GOD
Truth or Fiction
Ramsaran, Fassan
FriesenPress (234 pp.) 
$41.99  |  $22.99 paper  |  Jul. 10, 2020
978-1-5255-6868-8
978-1-5255-6869-5 paper

A memoir/spiritual work examines 
common religious questions from a com-
bined Eastern and Western perspective.

Born to a Muslim family that lived 
in both Guyana and Canada, Ramsaran represents a mélange 
of cultures. As a teenager, he found a book about yoga and 
has since spent a lifetime exploring Eastern spirituality, which 
included a pilgrimage to India and eventually a discipleship in 
Paramahansa Yogananda’s Los Angeles–based Self-Realization 
Fellowship. This book is both a memoir of the author’s own 
spiritual journey and a rumination on religious questions, such 
as the purpose of life and what happens after death, asked by 
humans throughout time. Given his background, many of 
Ramsaran’s beliefs center on Eastern spirituality, in particular 
from Yogananda’s Autobiography of a Yogi (1946). But like his 
guru, Ramsaran has a dual affinity, to Eastern spiritualism and 
the teachings of Jesus. He does not see a tension between the 
religions of East and West. Thus, chakras, karma, and reincar-
nation are not treated as an Eastern alternative to Christianity 
but instead as part of the Bible’s message. Similarly, Christian 
ideas like the Seven Deadly Sins are reinterpreted through an 
Eastern lens as “the seven inner serpents.” The repetitive recit-
ing of the Hail Mary, a Roman Catholic prayer, serves the same 
purpose, according to the author, as the chants of Tibetan Bud-
dhists. Ultimately, regardless of whether one worships Rama, 
Krishna, Buddha, Jesus, or Sathya Sai Baba, these different 
faiths point to the same “Divine.” Curiously absent from this 

list is Allah. Indeed, despite the author’s Muslim upbringing and 
emphasis on spiritual universality, Islam plays only a small role 
in the work. While Ramsaran includes a section on the Chris-
tian Bible in nearly every chapter, the Quran is mentioned only 
twice in passing. Despite this surprising omission, the book is 
a welcome addition to the canon of East meets West spiritual 
dialogues that combine thoughtful meditations on spiritual 
questions with memoirs. This work also features poetry and an 
analysis of pop music.

An engaging and novel approach to spiritual universalism.

WHY CAN’T FRESHMAN 
SUMMER BE LIKE PIZZA?
Roamer, Andy V. 
Ninestar Press  (208 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  May 25, 2020
978-1-64890-021-1

A teenager narrates his confusing 
emotions in this second installment of a 
coming-of-age series.

Picking up right where the first vol-
ume, Why Can’t Life Be Like Pizza? (2014), 
left off, Roamer continues the story 

of Arvydas “RV” Aleksandravičius, who has just finished his 
freshman year at a high school in Boston. RV had been looking 
forward to spending the summer with his good friends Bobby 
Marshall and Carole Higginbottom—especially Bobby, as the 
two shared their burgeoning gay feelings and a first kiss at the 
close of the preceding novel. Those plans quickly go out the 
window. Carole gets the opportunity to spend the summer in 
Paris, and Bobby is being torn between football and arguing 
about his future with his father. To make matters worse, RV 
feels that things are off when Bobby does make time for him. 
RV also discovers that his younger brother, Ray, may be getting 
in over his head with the wrong crowd. As the teen’s parents 
stress over their upcoming citizenship exams to become official 
Americans and the gas station where Bobby works comes under 
fire from local gangs, it seems the only safe place RV can go is 
Joe’s, his favorite pizza shop. There, his trustworthy mentor Mr. 
Aniso is ready with slices and advice. RV maintains the charm 
and wit that made him a lovable narrator in the first installment. 
This second chapter expands further into the heavier themes 
floating beneath the surface of the protagonist’s life, namely, 
racism, xenophobia, homophobia, and the decline of the Amer-
ican dream. (RV’s father’s hesitancy to become a United States 
citizen and his inability to articulate clearly why he left Lithu-
ania deliver a fresh, intriguing take on contemporary first-gen-
eration American life.) But many plot points, such as surprising 
violence at the gas station and Bobby’s reluctance to come out, 
never reach a satisfying conclusion. Still, the stage is effectively 
set for the next volume.

While it doesn’t quite stand on its own, this sequel deftly 
develops the appealing characters.
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The protagonist maintains the charm and wit that made 
him a lovable narrator in the first installment.

why can’t freshman summer be like pizza?
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INTO THE STARS
Rosone, James
Front Line Publishing (365 pp.) 
$2.99 e-book  |  Aug. 9, 2020

Earthers in the late 21st century discover 
a new habitable planet, but they might not 
like what awaits them there in this opening 
of Rosone’s SF adventure series.

After World War III nearly destroyed 
Earth, the survivors formed four world 
governments. Fearing a Cold War, the 

new governments signed the Space Exploration Treaty to share 
technology, resources, and territory in space. In 2090, the 
Republic (consisting of the U.K., much of North America, and 
more) finds an Earth-like planet with signs of intelligent life in 
a star system 12 light-years away. That’s merely a six-month jour-
ney thanks to Faster-Than-Light travel. Not wanting to “share” 
the planet, dubbed New Eden, with other SET members, the 
Republic plans to settle there following the treaty’s upcoming 
expiration. Capt. Miles Hunt is just one of the Republic Army 
officers and soldiers on the voyage to New Eden. Upon arrival, 
the crew learns there are at least two species on the planet. 
Ambassador Nina Chapman attempts contact, but some of 
these aliens aren’t friendly, claiming New Eden is a part of their 
empire. These powerful beings may soon pose a threat to Earth. 
Rosone’s sprightly, entertaining tale introduces a world primed 
for multiple books. There are numerous characters, from those 
in the Republic to the aliens. Unfortunately, an indelible band 
of pirates aiming to go legit appears only sporadically, with 
minimal impact on the main plot. But they, along with other 
Earthers outside of the Republic, could easily take the narra-
tive reins in sequels. Rosone enhances this story with action 
scenes and chic tech like neurolink implants, which essentially 
allow people to communicate telepathically. YA readers may 
be the author’s target; harsh profanity is absent, and violence 
is fleeting.

Stellar beginning to a futuristic saga.

ABICUS TURNE
And the Time Locks
Roth, Robert
Self (248 pp.) 

A debut novel sees an orphan with the 
ability to rewind time pursued by power-
ful enemies seeking the ultimate weapon.

Fourteen-year-old Abicus Turne and 
his 12-year-old sister, Binny, are orphans 
at the Sisters of Mending Hearts Chil-
dren’s Home in Philadelphia. Three 

years have passed since their parents’ deaths, and they dream 
of running away to live with their grandfather in Oregon. Binny 
is a math prodigy. Abicus lacks any such aptitude, but he does 
have a unique talent—when the odious Sister Hildegard con-
trives to poison Binny’s kitten, an abacus appears in the boy’s 

mind. By sliding the beads from right to left, he finds himself 
transported back in time. Having saved the kitten, Abicus 
soon learns to control the time shift. By predetermining the 
result of a “guess the marbles” contest, he wins enough money 
for him and Binny—and their friends Kendra and Bosh—to 
set out for Oregon. But in doing so, Abicus attracts the atten-
tion of Weston Fairbanks, a ruthless villain who would use the 
teen’s special ability to steal a weapon of mass destruction. It’s 
a weapon that Abicus and Binny’s parents helped design. On 
the run from both Fairbanks and a black-books government 
agency, can Abicus, Binny, and friends survive to save the day? 
Roth writes in a simple descriptive style, narrating primarily in 
the first person from Abicus’ perspective but occasionally in the 
third person when he isn’t present, keeping both readers and 
the protagonist truly in the picture. Dialogue is frequently used 
to communicate plot points—a contrivance that detracts from 
the story’s sense of realism—and the characters are similarly 
middle-grade in their lack of shading. The children are ethical 
and good. The bad guys are wantonly cruel. Such flaws, though, 
are by no means fatal. The author develops Abicus’ power in 
stages, exploring possible repercussions and devising clever 
means (both physical and moral) by which to limit his use of 
it. The tale, at the crossroads of middle grade and YA, is thus 
nicely balanced. Problems beget solutions beget problems in an 
exciting, well-paced progression. Younger readers in particular 
will find much here to entertain them.

An inventive and lively escapade.

THE BANDIT KINGS OF 
NOWHERE PARK 
Samuelle, Jonas 
Self (275 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Aug. 18, 2020
979-8-6537-8668-6

Two restless teens discover a magical 
but dangerous paradise for delinquents 
in this YA fantasy novel.

Holliday Ringo O’Raff and the 
story’s initially unnamed narrator (later nicknamed “Bogart”) 
are both 14 and have been best friends for several years, hav-
ing grown up in harsh circumstances in North Phoenix: “our 
insides were knives. We hungered for something intangible.” 
That something appears late one summer night when the 
friends happen upon a portal to another reality: Nowhere Park, 
a sort of Never-Never Land for punk kids with booze, drugs, 
skateboarding, and treehouses. After a bloody initiation, the 
boys discover that they have a gift for theft, and they become 
part of a gang, or “suit” in Nowhere Park, called the Bandits; 
other suits include the Brains, Bashers, and Creeps. Supernatu-
ral terrors are another facet of this new world, and Holliday and 
Bogart must face them when they’re targeted by the park’s new 
king—an ordeal that changes them forever. Samuelle, whose 
first novel was the magical-realist The Jovian Spark (2015), offers 
a compelling coming-of-age story like no other. The narrator’s 



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   i n d i e   |   1 5  o c t o b e r  2 0 2 0   |   1 3 7

voice is literary, even luminous, but also authentically hard-
scrabble; Holliday, for example, is described as having “a solid 
layer of tightly-wrapped sinew over bones made of used car 
parts and bad intentions.” The story embraces the boys’ out-
sider perspective as an honest stance in a corrupt world while 
unblinkingly revealing the park’s hardships, treacheries, and 
terrors—a world where the boys find purpose but also loss. 
Early on, Bogart sees his future as “full of scared nights and wild 
parties and near-deaths and blood oaths and broken windows 
and bad promises and maybe an early grave.” By the novel’s end, 
he glimpses other possibilities for himself, which would have 
been impossible if he hadn’t been shaped by his experience in 
Nowhere Park.

A gripping and fiercely moving tale with a rough magic all 
its own.

DARK DAYS
Saur, D.W.
Koehler Books (278 pp.) 
$0.99 e-book  |  Oct. 30, 2020

An extraordinary teen girl may be the 
chosen one to halt an imminent war in this 
launch of a prospective YA fantasy series.

Maya Dempsey plans to compete 
in the Cluiche, an annual event in the 
Leigheasan sect, one of four sects in the 
land of Sori. Though females take part 

in a trivia contest, the physical competitions, from archery to 
jousting, are traditionally male only. Maya, however, is more 
than capable in these and other skills. Leigheasan can control 
elements, but they are prohibited from doing so during certain 
Cluiche contests. But when a fellow contestant uses a fire ele-
ment against Maya, she retaliates with her own. Not only was 
Maya unaware she could control elements, she also didn’t know 
that she could wield all four—a singular trait among her people. 
Some suspect she’s the chosen one to “rebalance” power in Sori. 
Indeed, the goddess Nantosuelta has granted Maya various 
powers, and there are more on the way. Maya soon uncovers a 
plan to provoke war among the sects, which include the were-
wolflike Galenvargs, the vampirish Veirlintus, and the merely 
human Duines. Though she’s increasing her potent supernatu-
ral abilities and weapons, Maya is up against a formidable oppo-
nent. This shadowy villain, who goes by Dullahan, practices “the 
forbidden,” which entails imprisoning souls. Meanwhile, signs 
of a potential war include the missing shipments of the Veirlin-
tus’ and the Galenvargs’ food supply (i.e., the blood of Duine 
prisoners). Maya tries to warn people of impending conflict and 
defend them whenever possible, soon realizing that Dullahan 
isn’t the greatest menace.

As this is an opening installment, Saur spends numerous 
pages worldbuilding. Much of the focus is on the Leigheasan, 
who are akin to witches. Maya’s friends Willum MacLeoid, a 
Galenvarg, and Jeremias Barraclough, a Veirlintu, provide 
insight into their respective sects. There are hints of the 
series’ larger narrative, namely that, unknown to many in Sori, 

additional realms and myriad other sects exist. Gaelic terms, 
Celtic mythology, and other, more esoteric ideas are folded into 
the mix. Fortunately, there’s a glossary, and the author supplies 
context when needed. Maya, meanwhile, is a superb protagonist. 
She often seems ambivalent: She’s protective of many people 
but also disturbingly unfazed when she kills. This duality is a 
consistent theme for the character, who must continually choose 
to deploy her powers for either good or bad. Descriptions are 
simple but effective; a few characters appear as mere “ghostly 
figure[s],” which, particularly in the case of Dullahan, can 
be unnerving. Saur engages readers with the anticipation of 
looming war as well as Maya’s burgeoning abilities, which she 
progressively discovers. As there’s considerably more to learn 
about Sori, its people, and the powerful teenager, fans of this 
novel will surely crave a sequel.

An impressive first installment with a remarkable, series-
worthy hero.

SOLITUDE IN-BETWEEN 
WORLDS
Somjee, Sadiq 
Illus. by the author
Self (153 pp.) 
$18.55 paper  |  Jul. 4, 2020
979-8-63-931028-7

A man flees his unjust imprisonment 
and takes refuge in the wilderness in this 
graphic novel.

After living in an internment camp 
with his family, an immigrant named Ali finally becomes a citizen 
in his new country. He still unfortunately suffers discrimination 
there, where people occasionally call him a refugee or terrorist. 
When the new Total Order Party takes over the nation, the gov-
ernment threatens to separate families. Ali and his girlfriend, 
Emily, join the protests, but after a particular one turns violent, 
the T.O. Police arrest Ali. Despite his citizenship, the police 
classify him as high risk and ship him to a prison somewhere 
in North America. There, Ali becomes an unwitting participant 
in neuro-implant experiments intended to alter his identity 
by giving him new memories. He manages to escape from the 
facility and makes it to a seemingly deserted place. After taking 
shelter in an abandoned cabin, Ali searches for ways to survive 
while sometimes struggling with remembering who he is. As 
the days pass, the weather turns harsher. Still, a greater predica-
ment may be deciding whether he wants to return to the nation 
that arrested him or if these woods are his new home. Somjee, 
who lives in Canada, delivers a succinct, engaging narrative. A 
few specifics remain unknown, such as where Ali and his family 
lived prior to arriving in the internment camp. The country that 
sent Ali to prison is also never identified. But Ali is an appealing 
protagonist who’s understandably adamant about protesting 
and who sees his beloved dead sister, Nuri, as a recurring spirit 
guide. Similarly, the identity-stealing diabolical experiment, 
though a simplified plot point, is an effective metaphor. The 
author’s black-and-white artwork is typically filled with vivid 
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Saur engages readers with the anticipation of looming 
war as well as the protagonist’s burgeoning abilities.

dark days
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details and at its best during transitions between scenes. Ali’s 
battling the elements—dealing with a heavy snowfall or finding 
himself submerged in water—is so overwhelming that the art 
sublimely defies the panels. The story’s ending is realistic and 
not entirely predictable.

Concise prose and memorable illustrations fortify this 
absorbing fugitive tale.

STARK RAVING ZEN
A Memoir of Coming Alive
Sweetland, Kristy
Cauda Pavonis (342 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Mar. 26, 2020
978-0-9826769-5-0

Sensing her mental well-being unravel-
ing, a woman embarks on a road trip that 
proves to be a mind-expanding voyage of 
spiritual discovery in this memoir.

According to Sweetland, she had her first conversation 
with the spirit world when she was about 2 years old and still 
in her crib. After hearing a female voice say “Be careful,” she 
recalls a visit by three witches. She reflects that these spirits 
were “guardians” who would bear “silent witness” to her “life 
with an alcoholic father and a chronically depressed mother. 
Through the years of teenage anorexia, escapism with alco-
hol, and a sense of constant loneliness.” Growing older, the 
author forged a career in veterinary medicine, but after 20 

years in the profession, she felt the urge to quit and take a 
road trip to California with her dog, Arya. Fate decided oth-
erwise, and she found herself drawn to New Mexico. There, 
she tells readers, she learned that the guiding voice she had 
been hearing in her left ear was that of Mangas Coloradas, a 
19th-century Apache warrior. The trip turned out to be a 
catalyst for a spiritual awakening that released her from the 
bonds of her torturous past. Sweetland depicts a range of 
phenomena she experienced—including visions, voices, and 
precognitive dreams—with a sedate, straightforward lucidity. 
Describing astral travel, she writes: “I left the deep cosmos 
and reentered the earth’s atmosphere, finding my house safely 
held by the surrounding fir, cedar, and pine-forested neighbor-
hood. I phased back in through a wall, no need for doors.” The 
author’s willingness to gaze into the darkest recesses of exis-
tence may prove disturbing for some, as when she recalls her 
mother’s gruesome death following a battle with lung cancer: 

“As my mother’s crimson blood repainted the white sterility of 
the hospital floor; every red blood cell jumped from the sink-
ing ship, pouring from her ears, her eyes, her nose.” Besides 
her ability to shock, Sweetland offers some pithy nuggets of 
wisdom, drawing on Zen Buddhist influences: “My identity 
is not my career. I won’t disappear because I’ve quit the only 
life I have ever known.” Skeptics will struggle with the bizarre 
nature of the author’s spiritual adventures while those open 
to ideas of mediums and the existence of higher dimensions 
should find this book enthralling.

A bold, if occasionally terrifying, personal account of 
spiritual transformation.

SUPERBUGS
Tameem, Tayma
Manuscript (233 pp.) 

This dystopian thriller follows a 
scrappy group of survivors during a Pan-
demic Era.

In the year 2090, a series of viral 
plagues has nearly dismantled civiliza-
tion. People no longer work, living on 
government rations in semipermanent 
lockdown. Lily Brayburn is the hope-

ful center of her community, comprising about 20 people who 
live in an apartment building. She copes with a dreary life in 
the Pandemic Era, filled with a Cannibal Gang and victim-
snatching “cure crews,” by believing she’ll see her parents 
again. Most residents respect her leadership. An over-the-hill 
military veteran named Faulkner is the exception. Though valu-
able for his sharpshooting skills, he’s a misogynist who loathes 
women in command. After prisoners escape from the Novel 
Corporation’s Homeless Detention Center No. 10, Lily finds a 
teenager hiding in her building. This is 17-year-old Mabel, who 
is six months pregnant. Though Lily tries to secure Mabel in 
her room, Faulkner is canny and finds out about her. He has 
failed to turn any residents against Lily in favor of his own lead-
ership, but he plans to use Mabel’s presence during a routine 
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Readers will find the novel’s themes and fearless 
characters to be both remarkable and relevant.

a night in babylon

head count by government officials to his advantage. Meanwhile, 
Mabel’s lover, Ben, remains at large, trying to avoid the Novel 
Corporation’s undercover agents, who always want fresh vic-
tims on whom to test vaccines. Tameem uses a touch of black 
humor to follow humanity’s downward spiral in the wake of 
the Covid-19 pandemic. A succession of increasingly horrid 
coronaviruses damages society until the Great Plague of 2082 
kills almost everyone. The wealthy, including the racist Gloria 
Van Leuven, create Environmental Zones to enjoy. Medical spe-
cialists like Victor Stark search for cures in a morally bankrupt 
system that disenfranchises people and then uses their bodies. 
Faulkner, standing in for the 45th president of the United States, 
is the author’s “stable genius” who uses misplaced swagger to 
bully everyone. Some readers may be put off by a pulpy thriller 
set against the backdrop of a real-world health crisis, but others 
will find it cathartic. Solid worldbuilding allows the finale to boil 
over into a potential sequel.

A bold dystopian tale that predicts a chilling entry for 2020 
in the history books.

THE FAVORITE
Watson, Lucinda 
Golden Antelope Press (84 pp.) 
$26.95  |  $15.95 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Oct. 1, 2020
978-1-936135-98-1
978-1-936135-95-0 paper

This debut poetry collection exam-
ines a trajectory from privileged and con-
strained girlhood to full maturity.

The 64 poems assembled here are 
grouped in three chronological sections, 

from childhood to the speaker’s elder years. The speaker and 
her family exist in a rarefied world (riding lessons, a visit to the 
White House) that’s strewn with traps. In the opening poem, 

“Road Trip,” a girl and her five sisters are “all naked in the back-
seat / of a 1957 Plymouth station wagon,” hot and uncomfortable 
on the trip to their grandfather’s house. The girls’ starched white 
dresses crackle in the way back: “Since we’re never / clean enough, 
we’ll be hauled out at a rest stop / to be straightjacketed into 
dresses and our mother’s / hope for acceptance.” Meanwhile, the 
girls’ brother “rides / shotgun and wears what he wants.” Wat-
son’s narrative voice is deceptively simple, its underlying power 
achieved through such devices as well-calculated line endings 
that lend emphasis to words like never or that enact the poem’s 
movement, as when halting at a “rest stop.” The volume’s prose 
poems, in contrast, overflow their containers, giving a sense of 
pressured speech. Though many poems express anger or frustra-
tion, they also capture a growing appreciation of the speaker’s 
gifts: “Under the coral sweater / designed by Gianni Versace / 
sits my elegant heart beating.” Wry humor, too, leavens the col-
lection. In the closing piece, “Adoption,” the speaker considers 
how well suited she would be to the British royal family: “I know 
how to dress and have beautiful table manners / and I really feel 
comfortable with a strict schedule.” The book includes a few 

photographs that provide a visual commentary, as with “Road 
Trip” being preceded by the image of a carefully dressed, berib-
boned girl.

Thoughtful, well-crafted poems that trace a path of 
self-discovery.

A NIGHT IN BABYLON
West, Michael
Foundations 4 Readiness (190 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Mar. 5, 2020
978-1-73469-220-4

Two warriors in a vigilante consor-
tium fight against governmental corrup-
tion in this novel.

West’s Mad Max–style thriller is set 
in an apocalyptic version of Southern 
California several decades in the future. 

After a catastrophic earthquake rocks the region, the massive 
destruction—and lack of intervention from regional leader-
ship and influential corporations—causes a general feeling 
of unrest, dissension, and suspicion of authority, resulting in 
the founding of several radical militia groups aimed at curb-
ing police corruption. One such group, the Stay Ready Soldiers, 
is headed by the novel’s malevolent, marijuana-smoking main 
characters Kali and Geronimo. The SRS pride themselves on 
aggressively defying leaders that openly betray the Ameri-
cans they’re supposed to serve: “The government had turned 
against its own people, and Los Angeles was on the verge of 
martial law.” Acknowledging that “the City of Angels had 
become a cesspool of corruption, disease, poverty, and vio-
lence,” the armed and angry coalition battles militant police 
whose mission is to eliminate rebels—particularly the mem-
bers of the SRS, for whom “the protocol was always shoot to 
kill.” The novel acquires most of its narrative momentum from 
this initial setup and the fact that the action occurs over the 
course of about a single day. The story encompasses resilient 
main characters, futuristic weaponry, bloody shootouts, and 
the classic tenets of good versus evil. Overall, it’s a fast-paced 
ride that should engage fans of techno-thrillers. More hard-
core SRS operatives with nicknames such as Dirt, Horse, Num-
bers, and Bunchy are introduced in the narrative, but Kali and 
Geronimo consistently take the lead traveling in underground 
service tunnels and even partaking in interdimensional travel 
to stealthily strategize and preserve the greater good.

It should be noted, however, that West’s story is not at all 
for readers who may be faint of heart. The pages overflow with 
raw dialogue, explicit bloodshed, and torture-filled interro-
gations as well as sexual assault. From the opening scenes to 
the chaotic, open-ended conclusion inside Los Angeles’ Natu-
ral History Museum, West’s tale offers “an explosive array of 
death-defying stunts,” just as its narration notes, and it never 
skimps on describing the many grisly details along the way. 
Plotting against the SRS is a band of vicious CIA–contracted 
civil defense mercenaries in a roving “war machine”; its only 
direction is to slaughter and rid the state of organized bands of 

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



K IR KUS M EDI A LLC

#

Chairman
H ER BERT SI MON

President & Publisher
M A RC WIN K EL M A N

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

#

Copyright 2020 by Kirkus Media LLC.
KIRKUS REVIEWS (ISSN 1948-7428)

is published semimonthly by Kirkus Media LLC,
2600Via Fortuna, Suite 130, Austin, TX 78746. 

Subscription prices are: 
Digital & Print Subscription (U.S.) - 12 Months ($199.00)

Digital & Print Subscription (International) - 12 Months ($229.00)
 Digital Only Subscription - 12 Months ($169.00) 

Single copy: $25.00.  
All other rates on request. 

POSTMASTER: 
Send address changes to Kirkus Reviews, 2600Via Fortuna, Suite 130, Austin, TX 78746.  

Periodicals Postage Paid 
at Austin, TX 78710 and at additional mailing offices.

1 4 0   |   1 5  o c t o b e r  2 0 2 0   |   i n d i e   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

opponents. These soldiers are part of the Black Hawk Battal-
ion, an impressively equipped team with microchipped brain 
stems and advanced weaponry that allows it to overwhelm its 
targets. The inclusion of these military men makes the story 
oddly haunting, on the whole, due to its timely mirroring of 
recent events involving standoffs between protesting citizens 
and riot-geared police officers. SRS’s tagline, “Freedom Justice 
Equality,” is one that will distinctly resonate among people 
who are currently fighting for the same rights. Those readers 
who are able to stomach the novel’s violent content will find 
its themes and fearless characters to be both remarkable and 
relevant.

Bloody battle scenes fuel this futuristic and engaging story 
of justice and survival.

TREE RIVER FISH
Poems on America’s Reaping
Williams, LC 
Library Partners Press (56 pp.) 
$10.00 paper  |  Mar. 22, 2020
978-1-61846-104-9

A collection offers a cri de coeur 
from a poet who, after three years of the 
Donald Trump presidency, just can’t take 
it anymore.

As proof of his intellect, Trump 
recently rattled off a list of words: “Per-

son, woman, man, camera, TV.” For the president, the list 
recalled a question on a cognitive test he had been talking 
about all summer—one that he “aced.” His answer to that ques-
tion supposedly showed his sharp memory, but it also felt like 
a snippet of Trumpian poetry, as if e.e. cummings got strained 
through the brain of a Queens real estate mogul. Readers will 

likely think about Trump when reading the title of Williams’ 
new collection that references a Native American proverb but 
also sounds an awful lot like the president’s strange verse. The 
connection, it turns out, isn’t merely fortuitous, because the 
author’s poetry both reflects on and rages at Trump’s America. 
Sometimes, the link is quite direct, as in “The Poem To Trump 
All Others,” which captures the president’s perpetual bragga-
docio: “This poem will be so good / it’ll make your head spin. / 
You’ll be amazed at / how good this poem will be. / … / You won’t 
even remember other poems / because this poem will be the 
poem for the ages.” Elsewhere in the volume, Williams rumi-
nates more broadly—not necessarily about Trump, but about 
life in the America the president is in the process of creating. 
So there is a piece on conservative consternation over the New 
York Times’ 1619 Project, the paper’s reevaluation of American 
history in light of the pervasive influence of slavery. And there is 

“And Then Eminem Created Rap,” about hip-hop and cultural 
appropriation. One of the most effective of these wider-ranging 
pieces is “#metoo,” which opens: “You ask us / to unearth these 
hurts, / you say giving voice to the pain / will make us heal, dull 
the / jagged edges of / unholy theft / You misunderstand: / there 
is / no relief.” In the hands of a lesser writer, these ripped-from-
the-headlines poems might feel convenient or undigested. Not 
so for Williams, who uses poetry both to channel her anger at 
the day’s political scene and to add urgency to her call to action.

Raw, bracing, thoroughly contemporary political verse.
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I N D I E
Books of the Month

RUNNING FROM 
MOLOKA’I
Jill P. Anderson 
A moving, lyrical 
tale of a strong 
young hero dealing 
with a terrifying 
disease.

DATING MAKES 
PERFECT
Pintip Dunn
A laugh-out-loud 
YA romance with a 
smart cast.

TO DREAM OF 
WHITE & GOLD
R.K. Hart
A sparkling 
first novel of self-
discovery by a 
skilled author.

FOREIGN AFFAIRS
Daniel M. Jaffe
Rich, complex, enter-
taining tales 
of strangers in 
strange lands.

RIVER TOWN GIRL
Lynn Litterine
Both dazzlingly 
imaginative and com-
fortingly nostalgic.

HANDSOME
Holly Lorka
A delightful remem-
brance that’s brim-
ming with honesty 
and wit.
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CRITICS SLAM CROSS-DRESSING KILLER IN ROWLING BOOK
J.K. Rowling is drawing criticism for her latest novel, which features a cisgender male serial killer 
who dresses in women’s clothing.

Troubled Blood, written under the pseudonym Robert Galbraith, follows detective Cormoran 
Strike’s investigation of a cold case from 1974. A reviewer for the Telegraph wrote, “One wonders 
what critics of Rowling’s stance on trans issues will make of a book whose moral seems to be: never 
trust a man in a dress.” A Kirkus reviewer also noted Rowling’s decision to have the murderer be 
a man who dresses in women’s clothing, calling it “a choice that will raise red flags coming from 
Rowling.”

Rowling has been criticized for her comments, widely seen as retrograde and hostile, about 
transgender people. She has tweeted that people who support transgender rights believe that “sex isn’t real” and, in a long essay, 
referenced the debunked myth that cisgender men transition in order to gain access to women’s restrooms.

On Twitter, supporters of trans rights criticized Rowling for her new book. “I don’t have patience for people who deny science and 
target the most vulnerable,” tweeted actor and author George Takei.
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BECHDEL BOOK BANNED FROM LAS VEGAS HIGH SCHOOL
A Las Vegas high school pulled Alison Bechdel’s critically acclaimed graphic memoir Fun 
Home from a reading list following complaints from the parents of some students, FOX5 Las 
Vegas reports.

The book was on a reading list for an honors English class for juniors. Some parents were 
upset because the book, a memoir about Bechdel’s relationship with her closeted gay father, 
features sex scenes and harsh language. “Somehow teachers thought it was appropriate to 
give pornography to my child,” said parent Kim Bennett. 

The 2006 book was a hit with critics, winning an Eisner Award and becoming a finalist for 
a National Book Critics Circle Award. It was also turned into a Tony Award–winning Broadway 
musical. A reviewer for Kirkus called it “a graphic narrative of uncommon richness, depth, 
literary resonance, and psychological complexity.” The book has been challenged or banned 
many times before.

Michael Schaub is an Austin, Texas–based journalist and regular contributor to NPR.

Se e n  &  He a r d
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DUKE UNIVERSITY PRESS DENOUNCES AUTHOR WHO POSED AS BLACK/LATINX
The editorial director of Duke University Press, which published a book by Jessica A. 
Krug, the White academic who pretended to be Black and Latinx, said she’s “sickened” 
by the author’s yearslong deception, the Guardian reports.

“I have been sickened, angered, and saddened by the many years that she deployed 
gross racial stereotypes to build her fake identity, and the way that she coupled her lies 
with a self-righteous policing of racial politics within the Black and Latinx circles that 
she intruded upon,” Gisela Fosado wrote on the publisher’s website.

Krug, who recently resigned as a professor at George Washington University, 
confessed in a Medium post earlier this month that she lied about her heritage for 
years, writing, “I am a coward. There is no ignorance, no innocence, nothing to claim, 
nothing to defend. I have moved wrong in every way for years.”

Krug’s book Fugitive Modernities: Kisama and the Politics of Freedom was published by Duke University Press in 2018.
Fosado said the press will be “moving all proceeds from the book to a fund that will support the work of Black and Latinx scholars.”

By Michael Schaub
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A hero’s quest begins with displacement and a call to adventure. In the case of C.S. 

Lewis’ children’s novel The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, first published in 1950, 

four young Londoners are removed to the countryside during the Blitz and sent to 

a sprawling manor house owned by a “very old man with shaggy white hair which 

grew over most of his face as well as on his head.”

Peter, Susan, Edmund, and Lucy Pevensie take to the old Professor, who, despite 

the objections of a prickly housekeeper, gives them the run of the place. And so it 

is that while exploring the manor, Lucy finds an old wardrobe, “the sort that has a 

looking-glass in the door” (shades of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland), and, poking 

around in it, discovers the portal to another world. There she encounters a hurried, 

worried Faun (shades of the White Rabbit), surprised to find a “daughter of Eve” in 

a world ruled by a very unpleasant witch queen.

Lucy makes her way homeward. She keeps shtum, but Edmund finds the portal 

into the White Witch’s snowy woodland. He soon meets the Witch herself, who 

beguiles him with promises of princedom and an endless supply of sweets. She is, Lewis tells us, a daughter not of Eve 

but of Lilith, Adam’s first wife—things get complicated in ancient Middle Eastern mythology—and has every bit of her 

mom’s seductive powers. Edmund is hooked, one of the Witch’s enchanted minions. So, at any rate, a talking beaver tells 

Peter: “You can always tell [who they are] if you’ve lived long in Narnia; something about their eyes.”

The White Witch has other things to worry about, for a grandly maned lion named Aslan is closing in to bring down 

her evil kingdom. In a fierce battle involving wolves, ogres, minotaurs, specters, giants, 

dryads, ghouls, and “the people of the toadstools” (whomever they might be), the lion falls—

only to come back to life, defeat the Witch, and place the children on each of the land’s four 

now-vacant thrones.

Youngsters were hooked, and Lewis, already a well-established Christian apologist (think 

Jesus as lion, the battle as a warm-up to Armageddon), would soon add six more books to 

the Chronicles of Narnia series. One reader who was less pleased, though, was Lewis’ fellow 

Oxford professor J.R.R. Tolkien, who grumbled that the Professor was clearly modeled 

on the Gandalf of his then-new Lord of the Rings series and its precursor, The Hobbit. 
Moreover, Tolkien objected to what he called the “patchwork mythology” of Narnia, where 

Lewis mashed up Greek, Roman, Christian, Celtic, and Germanic lore, throwing in a rather 

bewildered Father Christmas to boot.

Tolkien had a point, though his books were overshadowed by Lewis’ until the 1960s, when hippies took them to heart 

and started calling themselves Frodo and Strider. (They studied the ways of the toadstool people, too.) Lewis decamped 

to Cambridge, and the friendship of the two scholars was a touch brittle ever after. Still, both their series have endured—

indeed, have never gone out of print—and, classics of literature, continue to enchant readers young and old today.

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor.

Appreciations: The Lion, The Witch, and the 
Wardrobe at 70
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