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In an interview on Page 48, journalist Nikole Hannah-Jones tells Kirkus 
about the challenges of writing her capstone essay for the 1619 Project—
the groundbreaking New York Times anthology she edited, reframing 
slavery as a central fact of American history. (The first enslaved Africans 
arrived on the shores of Virginia in 1619.)

“I had writer’s block, and I was panicked,” Hannah-Jones tells con-
tributor Karen R. Long. “And the line just came—‘They say our people 
were born on the water’—and I just started writing. The ancestors deliv-
ered that line to me—I felt that so much.”

Hannah-Jones has now adapted the project for a new book, The 1619 
Project: A New Origin Story (One World, Nov. 16), which includes photos, 

poems, and fiction along with expanded versions of original essays by Bryan Stevenson, Wes-
ley Morris, Ibram X. Kendi, and others. Our starred review calls it a “much-needed book that 
stakes a solid place in a battlefield of ideas over America’s past and present.” In the interview, 
Hannah-Jones reflects on the challenges of creating the project and the conservative backlash 
against it as well as the inspiration that it continues to provide.

The powerful line she invokes also provides the title for a 
companion picture book for children. Born on the Water (Kokila, 
Nov. 16) is written by Hannah-Jones and Renée Watson, author 
of the Newbery Honor book Piecing Me Together, with illustra-
tions by Nikkolas Smith. The story is framed by a young Black 
girl who is “ashamed” when the teacher gives the class an assign-
ment to trace their roots; “I do not know where I begin, what my 
story is,” the girl says. Her grandmother tells her the story of her 
people, beginning not with enslavement in America, but in the 
Kingdom of Ndongo in West Central Africa, where they had a 
vital civilization and “they danced to celebrate, to mourn / They 
danced as a way of worship, to offer thanks.”

The grandmother’s narrative follows the people across the 
Atlantic to Virginia—a “sweet-sounding word / for a place of such 
pain, / a sweet-sounding word for the place / where American slav-
ery begins”—and through bondage, resistance, survival, and legacy. 
Along the way, Smith’s painted illustrations are vibrant and haunting, 
full of rich colors that establish a range of moods. Kirkus’ starred 
review calls Born on the Water a “gift to Black Americans and every-
one else who reads it.”

In an interview with Essence magazine in September, Watson 
explained why it was so important to create a version of the 1619 
Project especially for young readers. “I think we do all children a dis-
service by selecting which parts of history they can learn about,” she 

said. “I hope the young people reading this book become citizens of 
the world who are critical thinkers and empathetic changemakers. I think there’s something 
powerful about a child understanding the world they’ve inherited and asking them to dream 
of the world they want to live in.”

Both books ask readers young and old to think critically and create change. Let’s hope they 
are read, taught, and passed on for years to come.

Cover photo by 
James Estrin

FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK  |  Tom Beer

The 1619 Project, for Readers Young and Old
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Gary Paulsen returns with the viscerally 
gripping saga of an orphan boy who flees 
into the Norwegian wilderness after the 
plague strikes his village. Read the review 
on p. 90.
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CAROLINA BUILT
Alexander, Kianna
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster 
(336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-9821-6368-6  

A fictional biography of one of North 
Carolina’s first female African American 
real estate entrepreneurs.

Josephine Leary’s home life is at 
the center of this novel, while her real 

estate investment business is conducted mainly offstage. The 
main conflict is with her husband, Archer, aka Sweety, making 
for a somewhat pedestrian tale of occasional domestic strife. 
Although he seemed to appreciate Jo’s business acumen before 
they married, Sweety needles her about her work outside the 
home, which is, at first, mainly in their family business, a bar-
bershop in Edenton, North Carolina. Sweety resents the fact 
that Jo has her own money—derived from income properties 
she began buying with a wedding gift of $500 from her father, 
a White former Confederate officer—and when she spends it 
on their family, for example buying a new buggy, buying their 
rental house, and buying their barbershop, he feels shamed 
as a man. Which does not prevent him, as Josephine’s first-
person narration reminds us often, from splurging on expen-
sive whisky. Jo, her grandmother, mother, and brother were 
all formerly enslaved on plantations in North Carolina. Now 
(the narrative spans the 1870s to the early 1890s), they are all 
doing well in Edenton, a prosperous community that appears 
relatively free of racial strife. Jo is never fazed by the racism 
she does encounter, not to mention the sexism. A White seller 
refuses to deal with her on her first property purchase, until 

“his greed outweighs his prejudice.” She dismisses racial slurs 
by White women as a product of poor upbringing. The worst 
racist aggression—three drunken former Confederates disrupt 
church Juneteenth festivities with a wagonload of rotten toma-
toes—is investigated by the local sheriff only at the behest of 
Sweety, who passes for White. Although Jo’s achievements are 
certainly worthy of being celebrated, her relatively obstacle-
free path to prosperity, as well as her fictional doppelgänger’s 
total lack of vulnerability, saps the narrative of tension. We’re 
left with a pleasant panorama of middle-class small-town life in 
the late 19th century.

A heroine who plays the hand she’s dealt—nothing more, 
nothing less.

fiction
SHARPE’S ASSASSIN by Bernard Cornwell ....................................10

BOX 88 by Charles Cumming ............................................................. 11

THE CHRISTIE AFFAIR by Nina de Gramont .................................... 11
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THE TORQUED MAN by Peter Mann .................................................22

LACUNA by Fiona Snyckers ............................................................... 29

TO PARADISE by Hanya Yanagihara .................................................30

EVEN GREATER MISTAKES by Charlie Jane Anders ........................ 37

LOVE & OTHER DISASTERS by Anita Kelly .....................................38

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

TO PARADISE
Yanagihara, Hanya
Doubleday (720 pp.)
$25.99  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-385-54793-2
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W.E.B. GRIFFIN ROGUE ASSET
Andrews, Brian & Jeffrey Wilson
Putnam (432 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-399-17121-5  

There’s red-hot action from the get-go 
in the ninth novel in the late W.E.B. Grif-
fin’s newly revived Presidential Agent series.

In Cairo, terrorists murder the U.S. 
ambassador and kidnap Secretary of 
State Frank Malone, delivering a clear 

message that the U.S. can’t protect its own. They hold him for 
ransom and to gain power for themselves in Sudan, where they 
have spirited him. Oddly, the terrorists’ real goal is to get Sudan 
removed from the state sponsor of terror list. President Natalie 
Cohen will have none of this and decides to reinstate the secret 
Presidential Agent Program and bring the 57-year-old black ops 
asset Carlos “Charley” Guillermo Castillo out of retirement. 
He’s paired with much younger Marine Raiders Capt. P.K. 

“Pick” McCoy, who will train in the field to one day be the next 
Presidential Agent. As expected, there is the old guy–young guy 
conflict: Is the kid too green? versus Can the old fart keep up with me? 
Castillo promises the president he’ll bring Malone home, but 
it won’t be easy. A whole lot of bad guys will have to take a bul-
let, and McCoy proves himself more than up to the task. While 
Castillo is still the best at what he does, his Marine understudy 
is a “one-man killing machine” and a “one-man annihilation 
machine” given to “Captain America bullshit.” And speaking of 
bovine droppings, he amuses a CIA spook by insisting that he is 
not a killer. “Being good at killing isn’t what makes you a killer…
I take no joy in it.” Oh right, like he hates his job. But the duo 
seems to take it in stride when “body parts, hot and wet, rained 
down on them.” Meanwhile, President Cohen hopes that Char-
ley Castillo and his “Merry Outlaws” will show terrorists what 
happens when you mess with the United States of America. So 
don’t mind all the blood; it mostly comes from the other guys.

A kick-ass thriller from start to finish.
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“A kick-ass thriller from start to finish.” 
w.e.b.  griffin rogue asset



November feels like an in-between 
time for fiction; many awards, includ-
ing the Kirkus Prize, have already 
been announced, and the bookstore 
shelves are filling up with art books 
and cookbooks for the holidays. But 
there are still plenty of great novels 
and story collections coming out, and 
I hope they won’t get lost in the shuf-
fle. Here are a few to look out for.

Win Me Something by Kyle Lu-
cia Wu (Tin House, Nov. 2): This 
debut novel spends 10 months in 
Tribeca as 24-year-old Willa Chen 
works as a nanny for a girl named 
Bijou Adrien. Bijou! Wu definite-
ly has the naming part down. Our 
starred review says, “Wu’s debut 
eschews many of the tropes of cur-
rent fiction, particularly nanny 
fiction. Do not expect sexual or 
physical abuse, quirky characters, 
weird secrets, or biting tweet-ready wit; do not expect 
shocking plot twists or an exposé of evil parents or bosses. 
The Adriens are privileged New York liberals, imperfect 
but far from despicable; Willa’s parents made big mis-
takes but they loved her. And Bijou is a heartbreakingly 
complex child with anxieties that adults, including Willa, 
don’t always notice. Ultimately, expect subtle surprises as 
Willa’s relationships evolve in a satisfying accumulation 
of carefully drawn small moments that build toward her 
understanding, even acceptance, of both an imperfect 
world and herself.”

The Sentence by Louise Erdrich 
(Harper, Nov. 9): Less than a year 
after winning the Pulitzer Prize 
for The Night Watchman, Erdrich re-
turns with a novel drawing on her 
experience as the owner of Birch-
bark Books in Minneapolis. The 
narrator is Tookie, who’s just fin-
ished a term in jail for transport-
ing a dead body across state lines 
and taken a job working at a small 

independent bookstore in Minneapolis that finds it-
self haunted by the ghost of its most annoying custom-
er, Flora. As our starred review says, “The novel’s hu-
mor is mordant: ‘Small bookstores have the romance 
of doomed intimate spaces about to be erased by unfet-

tered capitalism.’ The characters are also haunted by the 
George Floyd murder, which occurred in Minneapolis; 
they wrestle with generations of racism against Black 
and Indigenous Americans. Erdrich’s love for booksell-
ing is clear, as is her complicated affection for Minneap-
olis and the people who fight to overcome institutional 
hatred and racism.”

Five Tuesdays in Winter by Lily 
King (Grove, Nov. 9): King’s nov-
els are a reliable pleasure; now 
she’s published a collection of in-
sightful stories. As our starred re-
view says, King “can make you fall 
in love with a character fast, espe-
cially the smart, vulnerable, often 
painfully self-conscious adolescent 
protagonists featured in several of 
the 10 stories collected here.…The 
final story, ‘The Man at the Door,’ 

about frustrations of the writing process, also tells of its 
joys: ‘This morning, however, without warning, a sen-
tence rose, a strange unexpected chain of words meeting 
the surface in one long gorgeous arc….Words flooded her 
and her hand ached to keep up with them and above it 
all her mind was singing here it is here it is and she was 
smiling.’ ”

The Transentients by Sergio Mis-
sana, translated by Jessica Pow-
ell (McPherson & Company, Nov. 
16): Chilean novelist and jour-
nalist Missana has written seven 
books and earned a Ph.D. from 
Stanford, but this is his first novel 
to be translated into English. The 
narrator, Tomás, is starting over as 
he turns 40, quitting his job and 
divorcing his wife—but soon he’s 
living a new life in an unusual way, 
crossing over into other people’s heads for periods of 
time. As our starred review says, “Missana, abetted by a 
fine translation from Powell, raises questions about iden-
tity, friendship, intimacy, and empathy while building a 
psychological mystery on the shifting border between 
realism and fantasy.…Simenon meets García Márquez in 
this sly, strange, entertaining work.”

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor. 
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FICTION  |  Laurie Muchnick

Before the Holidays Descend…



OVER MY DEAD BODY
Archer, Jeffrey
HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$24.49  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-00-847637-3  

Like a pair of Kabuki warriors or 
comic-book antagonists, DCI William 
Warwick and archcriminal Miles Faulkner 
return for yet another round of cat-and-
mouse plotting and counterplotting.

Luxuriating with his wife, Beth, 
keeper of pictures at London’s Fitzmolean Museum, aboard the 
SS Alden, a liner bound for New York, William is disconcerted 
when Fraser Buchanan,  the chairman of the Pilgrim Line that 
owns the ship, dies during a meal. And he’s deeply chagrined 
when his attempts to prove that the patriarch was poisoned 
are short-circuited by a burial at sea he’s powerless to prevent. 
Fear not: This strangely extended prologue’s only connection to 
the main event is that when the Alden docks in New York, Wil-
liam skips the wedding he and Beth have been invited to and 
hastens back to England alone because he’s gotten word that 
Faulkner, reported dead at the end of Turn a Blind Eye (2021), 
may be enjoying a new life as Capt. Ralph Neville, who’s court-
ing Christina Faulkner, his widow, so that he won’t have to let 
go of the art collection he left to her. Faulkner, who’s good at 
these things, slips out of the dragnet Scotland Yard has gath-
ered around him before they can snap it shut, but the ongoing 
standoff between him and William is more dutiful than engag-
ing. Luckily, longtime undercover DI Ross Hogan, whom retir-
ing Cmdr. Hawksby is grooming as William’s second, develops 
an altogether more personal reason for going after Faulkner and, 
at long last, begins to litter the path he blazes to his quarry with 
the bodies of his agents.

The mixture as before, for those who want another round.

THE STARS ARE NOT 
YET BELLS
Assadi, Hannah Lillith
Riverhead (240 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-593-08436-6  

An elderly woman facing dementia 
examines her memories to uncover the 
truth about her past.

“Time does not move forward, but 
falls backward,” thinks narrator Elle 

Ranier as she sifts through fading memories in Assadi’s dreamy, 
elegiac novel about loss and desire, set on Lyra, an island off the 
coast of Georgia. “The island has never wanted us,” Elle says, 
but it is people who spark the real friction there, not Lyra’s wild 
and inhospitable coast. Elle is elderly now, and the line between 
past and present is slipping out of her grasp as she slides into 
dementia. But she is determined to remember the hidden cor-
ners of her life and piece together answers to mysteries that 

confuse and trouble her. An impoverished girl who married into 
a wealthy family, Elle came to Lyra as a new bride at the start of 
World War II, with her husband, Simon, and her cousin Gabriel 
(who is not her cousin at all). Simon, a man with secrets of his 
own, is obsessed by the mysterious blue lights offshore and leg-
ends of miraculous minerals under the sea. Elle is obsessed with 
Gabriel. Potent streaks of longing and melancholy run through 
the novel: All of its characters want what they can’t have, and 
Assadi returns again and again to the lasting pain of broken 
hopes and dreams. The story moves abruptly back and forth 
in time, but though Elle’s mind leaps erratically, following the 
story is never difficult. When they come, the revelations are not 
entirely surprising, but Assadi still creates a haunting mood of 
despair and regret.

A haunting elegy for loss, desire, and memory.
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ROBERT B. PARKER’S 
BYE BYE BABY
Atkins, Ace
Putnam (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-593-32851-4  

The latest of dozens of Boston-based 
crime novels in the late Robert B. Park-
er’s Spenser series.

Spenser is a tough White detec-
tive, and his close associate is a tougher 

Black guy named Hawk. Both are pretty much on the right side 
of the law, though Hawk has a less-than-heartwarming history 
with cops. Aides of Congresswoman Carolina Garcia-Ramirez, 
aka CGR, want to hire Spenser to protect her from troubling 
death threats as she campaigns for renomination, although she 
doesn’t think it necessary. People seem to think she’s either 

“Joan of Arc or Attila the Hun,” but she says she’s used to the hat-
ers. CGR evokes images of AOC and Ayanna Pressley, mainly 

in the intensity of hatred toward her. She thinks Spenser looks 
“like a leg breaker from Southie,” but he has more endearing 
qualities, such as quoting dead White poets: “Faith it does me,” 
he tells her. “Though it discolors the complexion of my great-
ness to acknowledge it.” He’s also a renowned wiseass, allowing 
that he often settles scores with his fists, but “Only when a good 
hug fails.” Sometimes he’s a bit too cute: “I smiled, offering half 
wattage so as not to distract her from her duties.” And asked 
by a receptionist to identify himself, he says, “Fred Flintstone. 
I’m here about arranging a meeting of the Royal Water Buffalo.” 
But there are good descriptions: “He had the kind of a face that 
demanded a spiked collar around his neck,” and Hawk’s pointed 
social remark, “Sometimes just being born makes you a target.” 
So there’s going to be a primary debate, and the word on the 
street is that someone plans to “make a run” at CGR immedi-
ately afterward. The FBI wants CGR to fire Spenser and Hawk, 
but she wisely has confidence in the local muscle. “You and I are 
a different breed of thug,” says Spenser to Hawk. 

A crime yarn laced with tension and wit.
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YINKA, WHERE IS 
YOUR HUZBAND?
Blackburn, Lizzie Damilola
Pamela Dorman/Viking (384 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-0-59-329900-5  

A 31-year-old British Nigerian Oxford 
graduate is driven bonkers by the quest 
to find a man and a job on a very tight 
schedule.

Her younger sister is already married 
and pregnant, her best friend is engaged, her other best friend 
is becoming more of a frenemy, and her mother and aunties are 

“praying over her love life as if [she’s] terminally ill.” Poor Yinka 
is losing it. Instead of the promotion she expected at work, she’s 
made redundant but has bragged so much about the move up that 
she’s too embarrassed to tell anyone the truth. When pressured 
by her posse to set a “bridesmaid goal,” she vows to get a date for 
the wedding (and, secretly, to get a job, before people find out the 
truth). Debut novelist Blackburn enlivens her account of Yinka’s 
frantic quest by interspersing Google search histories, text con-
versations, and a series of flip charts with neon Post-it messages 
and KPIs (Key Performance Indicators) plotting out OPERA-
TION WEDDING DATE: MY PLAN TO WIN ALEX AND 
HAVE A DATE FOR RACHEL’S WEDDING IN JULY!!! 

“Be more in touch with Nigerian culture”; “Learn a few Yoruba 
words”; “Increase my bum size by eating more pounded yam and 
doing 50 squats daily” are among the tasks she sets for herself—
but since she knows this whole thing makes her look crazy, she 
keeps her “operation” a secret, too. Meanwhile, disappointments 
keep piling up as well as anxieties due to colorism, texturism, 
and Yinka’s commitment to remain a virgin until her wedding 
day. After the Alex plan crashes and burns and she blows off the 
nerdy guy at church who clearly cares for her, only to see him pair 
up with a young hottie, things go seriously south in the mental 
health department. A liberal salting of patois—“Duh yuh waah 
your ier dun?” “Abeg. Give her a discount, ehn?”—and the deploy-
ment of comic Nigerian types (her mother, the aunties, the other 
members of her church) firmly root this novel in a community 
depicted with warmth and humor.

A sassy, spirited story.

BEAUTIFUL LITTLE FOOLS
Cantor, Jillian
Harper Perennial/HarperCollins 
(368 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-06-305-126-3  

Several women involved with Jay 
Gatsby would like to set the record straight.

Using The Great Gatsby as a spring-
board, Cantor gives voice to that novel’s 
female characters as they provide their 

recollections and interpretations of the events leading up to the 

murder of one of American fiction’s most enigmatic characters. 
Gatsby’s original narrator, Nick Carraway, swaps his role as narra-
tor for one as a character. The storytelling here is done by Daisy 
Buchanan, Jordan Baker, and Catherine McCoy (in a promotion 
from her small original role as the doomed Myrtle Wilson’s sis-
ter). Even Myrtle is heard from, however briefly. As Detective 
Frank Charles—who harbors the secrets and heartaches which 
so often haunt the lonely detective of mystery novels—untan-
gles the stories told to him by the women who survive Gatsby, 
the whodunit aspects of the refocused version of Fitzgerald’s 
rags-to-riches saga gain momentum. Daisy’s motives for mar-
rying (and staying with) the boorish Tom Buchanan are cast in a 
new light, as is the backstory shadowing Jordan Baker. Gatsby 
himself is less of a cipher now that the women are getting their 
say. Cantor’s title borrows from Daisy’s remark, from Fitzger-
ald’s original and echoed here, when she was informed her baby 
was a girl: “a fool—that’s the best thing a girl can be in this world, 
a beautiful little fool.” (Sadly, the phrase “a beautiful little fool” 
is reported to have been what Zelda Fitzgerald uttered when 
told she had borne a daughter.) Less glittering and lyrical than 
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“Several women involved with Jay Gatsby 
would like to set the record straight.” 

beautiful little fools



the original, this Gatsby retelling reveals more about the women 
in the story by casting them as humans, not decorative baubles.

Cantor asks and answers: Who were the real fools in Gats-
by’s world?

STATE OF TERROR
Clinton, Hillary Rodham & Louise Penny
Simon & Schuster/St. Martin’s Press 
(320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-982173-67-8  

An award-winning author teams up 
with a former secretary of state to pen a 
thriller about…a fictional secretary of state. 

There are two types of people likely 
to pick up this book: those who enjoy 

thrillers and those looking for fresh insight into one of the most 
powerful political figures of the last 30 years. Neither is likely to 

be entirely pleased by this slow-moving tale. The setup is solid 
enough: Ellen Adams has just joined the new president’s admin-
istration when three Pakistani nuclear physicists are targeted 
by deadly explosions in London, Paris, and Frankfurt—an event 
that raises alarms about terrorists gaining possession of nuclear 
weapons. The first issue with this novel is that a secretary of 
state engages in a lot more talking than doing. The action, such 
as it is, occurs in scenes dominated by Adams’ adult children, 
and this presents readers with another problem. Her son, Gil, 
gets off the bus one of the physicists is riding seconds before 
it blows up. He escapes because his mom gets a tip from a 
staffer and gives him a call, but the ultimate source of the tip is 
anonymous and Gil’s reasons for being on that bus are unclear—
and these unknowns are complicated by the fact that he’s a 
convert to Islam and Islamic extremists are implicated in the 
attacks. Katherine, the secretary’s media-executive daughter, 
not only travels with her mother as she jets around the world, 
but also helps out with a little light espionage. The authors are 
asking readers to believe that Adams’ colleagues, her peers, and 
her boss—the president of the United States—are comfortable 
with her directing the American response to terrorist attacks in 
which her son was involved, nor do they stop her from treating 
a high-stakes global manhunt as Take Our Daughters to Work 
Day. This is all to say that sticking with the narrative means 
accepting that this is fantasy, not a revealing glimpse behind the 
curtain from Clinton. Indeed, it’s not hard to read many scenes 
as wish fulfillment. As the story progresses, Adams dispenses 
entirely with subtlety and discretion to dish out some no-holds-
barred diplomacy. Adams also has a schoolteacher-turned-
counselor named Betsy Jameson, a character based on Clinton’s 
real-life best friend, Betsy Ebeling. Betsy does some sleuthing, 
and her scenes will, perhaps, feel more familiar to Penny’s fans 
than the rest of the book. This cozy mystery element is just 
as fanciful as the rest, but there’s something satisfying about 
watching two middle-aged women save the world. 

More of a novelty for political nerds than a compelling 
thriller.

SHARPE’S ASSASSIN 
Cornwell, Bernard
Harper (336 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-06-256-326-2  

Richard Sharpe is fierce and fear-
less in his 22nd adventure for king and 
country. 

The British have just defeated Napo-
leon at Waterloo, but a whole lot of 
blood is yet to be shed. As Lt. Col. Rich-

ard Sharpe helps his riflemen bury British dead, he receives 
orders from the Duke of Wellington to capture a citadel in a 
French town called Ham (“as in eggs”) and release its prisoners, 
specifically Alan Fox, who trades in artworks and is making a list 
of stolen paintings. “So I’m to do the impossible,” he remarks, 
and is told “you have the devil’s own luck” and “you excel at dirty 
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business.” Sharpe is a great series character who doesn’t fit the 
officer mold. He is the gutter-born bastard son of a prostitute 
and a random whorehouse customer. He’d been a rank-and-file 
soldier with deep scars on his back from flogging until the duke 
noticed his intelligence and bravery and made him an officer. 
But wouldn’t you know, now under his command is the captain 
who’d once had him flogged. No hard feelings, though? Think 
again. Sharpe threatens to flay the skin off the captain’s back 
if he orders any more floggings of the men. They are to go to 
Paris so Sharpe can find and kill a group of assassins known as 
la Fraternité, which either exists or is medieval claptrap. Vicious 
fights ensue in Parisian tunnels and in the open air. Sharpe’s for-
midable antagonist is the French Col. Lanier, a killing machine 
known as le Monstre, whose pleasures are “women, wine, and 
death to his enemies.” Their forces must meet—Sharpe has a 
battalion—and so must the two ferocious leaders. For them and 
their men, “it would be such a stupid time to die. The war was 
won.” And yet there’s still time for spectacular combat scenes, 
with swords and volley guns and thumbs in the eyes.  

This is first-rate historical fiction that any fan of the genre 
will enjoy.

BOX 88 
Cumming, Charles
Mysterious Press (400 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-61316-273-6  

Karma comes calling for a veteran 
spy.

An eerie prologue set on Dec. 21, 1988, 
recounts the crash of Pan Am Flight 103 
over Lockerbie from the perspective of 
Gaby, a young American passenger who 

doesn’t survive. Cut to present-day London, where veteran intel-
ligence officer Lachlan Kite receives a phone call telling him that 
his childhood friend Xavier Bonnard has killed himself. His phone 
is being tapped by a cadre of MI5 agents intent on ferreting out 
the significance of Kite’s involvement with the mysterious Anglo-
American intelligence group BOX 88. Though their surveillance 
is comprehensive, the agents haven’t reckoned on Kite becoming 
the target of a surprise attack, but he’s soon kidnapped and thrown 
into a cell by a group of determined Iranians led by businessman 
Ramin Torabi. Captivity becomes the catalyst for Kite to engage 
in a soul-searching reevaluation of his life and career. Going all the 
way back to Kite’s adolescence, author Cumming lays the ground-
work for the moral decisions Kite faces in his intelligence career. 
The unravelling of the events surrounding Xavier’s suicide is a key 
component of this painful reminiscence. So are the aftermath of 
the Lockerbie tragedy and the subsequent shocking secrets sur-
rounding BOX 88. Cumming keeps the suspense high; not only is 
Kite imprisoned, but his captors are threatening his pregnant wife 
and their family. The plot—anchored in full-bodied portraits of a 
small cast of characters confronted with the inescapable way the 
political and the personal are entangled—is intricate but coher-
ent, taking readers down a chilling road of recent history, vividly 

depicted. The result is a believable plot undergirded by complex 
characters and profound questions.

The gold standard in espionage fiction.

THE CHRISTIE AFFAIR 
de Gramont, Nina
St. Martin’s (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-2502-7461-8  

A reimagining of Agatha Christie’s 
famous 11-day disappearance, adding a mur-
der mystery worthy of the dame herself.

The bare facts are here just as they 
happened. In December 1926, having 
announced his intention to divorce her 

so he could marry his mistress, Christie’s husband took off to 
spend a weekend in the country. Sometime that night, Agatha 
left home, abandoning her car beside a nearby chalk quarry with 

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

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

 

“The gold standard in espionage fiction.” 
box 88
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a suitcase full of clothes inside. Eleven days later, after an inter-
nationally publicized manhunt, she turned up at a spa hotel in 
Harrogate, having signed in under the name of her husband’s 
lover. Upon that frame of fact, de Gramont weaves brilliantly 
imagined storylines for both the mistress and the writer, con-
verging at the spa hotel, where not one but two guests promptly 
turn up dead. The novel is narrated by the mistress, here called 
Nan O’Dea, a complicated woman with many secrets. As she 
announces in the first line of the novel, “A long time ago in 
another country, I nearly killed a woman.” Nan is looking back 
at a time when she had larceny in mind, and it was Agatha’s hus-
band she was aiming to steal, though one has to wonder why. 
Archie comes across as a whiny baby of a man who has this to 
say about his plan to dump his devoted wife: “There’s no mak-
ing everybody happy….Somebody has got to be unhappy and 
I’m tired of it being me.” Archie aside, de Gramont has a gift 
for creating dreamy male characters: Both a “rumpled” police 
inspector called Chilton, who’s sent to the Harrogate area to 
look for the missing author, and a blue-eyed Irishman named 
Finbarr, who has a connection to Nan, are irresistible, and only 

more so due to the tragic toll taken on each by the war. De Gra-
mont’s Agatha—who walks away from her disabled vehicle for-
getting her suitcase but not her typewriter—is also easy to love. 
The story unfolds in a series of carefully placed vignettes you 
may find yourself reading and rereading, partly to get the details 
straight, partly to fully savor the well-turned phrases and the 
dry humor, partly so the book won’t have to end, damn it.

Devilishly clever, elegantly composed and structured—
simply splendid.

THE PERISHING
Deón, Natashia
Counterpoint (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-64009-302-7  

An immortal woman delivers a love 
letter to Los Angeles.

In Deón’s lauded debut, Grace (2016), 
Naomi fled 19th-century Alabama slavery 
to hide in a Georgia brothel; in this new 
book, the author again channels the voice 

of a Black teenager on the run. Sarah Shipley, aka Louise Willard, 
washes up in a Los Angeles alley naked of memory and nearly all 
her clothes. It is 1930. “We’re all on the verge of somebody else’s 
violence,” Sarah states on the opening page, speaking from the 
year 2102. It may take 20 pages for readers to find their bearings, 
but the dislocation is worth it. Deón dots her text with some 
superb phrasing and the knowledge that “Los Angeles has always 
been brown.” A social worker places Lou with a seemingly kind 
foster family in Boyle Heights, the kind of neighborhood that 
prompted W.E.B. Du Bois to declare that Black Angelenos were 

“without a doubt the most beautifully housed group of colored 
people in the United States.” Lou comes of age amid Prohibition 
and grows close to Esther Lee, an aspiring actress whose Chinese 
American family runs a legendary boxing gym—until Route 66 
construction plows it under. Lou secures a desk in the basement 
of the Los Angeles Times and a job writing features on dead folks, a 
juxtaposition that lets her riff on mortality even as she struggles 
to understand her place among the Immortals. Some of this is 
intriguing; other parts are a muddle. Deón has a weakness for 
aphorism, which can wobble into sermonettes, including the 
entirety of Chapter 9. She is on better footing in Mr. Lee’s boxing 
gym, where the details are vivid. There, Lou meets a fire captain 
from Alabama whose face she has been drawing compulsively. 
This novel is sexy even if its love story breaks no ground. More 
memorable is Metal Wally, a bigoted student from Lou’s high 
school who dogs her LA life. The scene at his funeral is riveting; 
so is a section on the catastrophic 1928 failure of the St. Francis 
dam. Deón, a criminal attorney, has a nose for corruption and a 
knack for cinematic scenes. “Passengers and beasts, it seems, we 
all are,” she writes, “on our way to some other destination.” 

The story of a strong woman in an unruly place is marred 
by a jumbled plot.
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Where to even begin with James Hannaham? A visual 
artist, award-winning writer, and performance artist, ev-
erything he creates, from his text-based art—a “Jim Crow 
HELL NO” sign in flashing neon—to his latest, a multi-
genre response to the poetry of Fernando António Noguei-
ra Pessoa, offers a singular, witty slant. In Pilot Impostor (Soft 
Skull Press, Nov. 30), he tackles race, reality, identity, bad 
leadership, etc., in a collection of prose poems, flash fic-
tion, satire, photographs, and drawings—all while inviting 
readers to both reconfigure their way of seeing and watch 
out for that Acme anvil falling from the sky. Our reviewer 
calls Hannaham “one of the country’s smartest and most 
surprising writers of fiction (or whatever this book actually 
is).” We spoke with the author about the TV show Air Di-
sasters, Claudia Rankine, and his previous book, Delicious 
Foods; the conversation (conducted via email) has been ed-
ited (on a plane, coincidentally) for length and clarity.

Lines from the poet Fernando Pessoa occur throughout 
the book—“Perhaps those who are good at seeing are 

poor at feeling” or “This may be the last day of my life.” 
Why Pessoa, and why use his various heteronyms?
Pessoa because of my trip to Portugal in December 2016. 
I had never been to Portugal, so I did some research be-
forehand to find something good to read while there, and I 
came across the anthology Pessoa & Co., translated by Rich-
ard Zenith, and for various reasons—not least the fact that 
I was in a plane on my way from Africa to Portugal—I de-
cided to respond to every poem in the book; it turned into 
a daily practice. If you have Pessoa & Co., you can follow 
along, although it isn’t airtight. The photographs and de-
sign pages stand in for writing that I edited out. I think 
the lines you noticed are actually footnotes that indicate 
which poem I was responding to. It’d be difficult to use 
Pessoa without his heteronyms. That would be like using 
e.e. cummings without his punctuation.

Your last book, Delicious Foods, has an unusual main 
character (a crack rock named Scotty) but follows the 
format of a traditional novel. Pilot Impostor blends fic-
tion, poetry, prose poems, photography. What drew you 
to work with multiple genres? 
I’m amused that you envisioned Scotty as a “crack rock.” 
I guess I thought of Scotty as a shape-shifting conscious-
ness, more often composed of smoke than, like, a talking 
rock. That’s funny. And to say that Delicious Foods “follows 
the format of a traditional novel” seems kind of misleading. 
Do traditional novels jump around in time that much? And 
geez, what format was I following? I was just telling some 
of my students today that one of the interesting things 
about the novel, before America got its hands on it, is that 
it was really just a bunch of pages. What might be on them, 
while it frequently met certain requirements, could poten-
tially consist of almost anything. Novels still don’t really 
have “rules” the way poetic forms do. I was drawn to Pes-
soa because each of his heteronyms has a different style, 
and though I am one person, I have done a lot of different 

The author of Pilot Impostor gives his high-altitude perspective 
BY KAREN SCHECHNER

H
annah Ensor

WORDS WITH…

James Hannaham

 



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

types of writing and performance, and I do a lot of code-
switching. I am endlessly fascinated with how much you 
can convey about a character, a situation, and a story just 
through voice, tone, and word choice and how real human 
beings reveal themselves all the time through their use of 
language.  

Claudia Rankine has said she wrote about air travel 
and race because she “wondered, what is this ‘stuck-
ness’ inside racial hierarchies that refuses the neutral-
ity of the skies?” What drew you to write about planes, 
ships, and trains?
Thanks for bringing up Claudia Rankine; Citizen was a 
huge inspiration to me. I didn’t just think there should be 
more books that did similar things, I tried to do something 
about it! I suppose I had several reasons to write about air 
travel; I was traveling a lot in 2015 and ’16. I thought of 
writing Pilot Impostor while reading Pessoa on a plane going 
from Africa to Portugal. Air corridors are the trade routes 
of the modern world, aren’t they? I was also obsessed with 
a television show called Air Disasters, a procedural that 
chronicles a different aviation mishap every episode. It 
wasn’t just that it was sensational and difficult to stomach, 
but the writers had to tell a very similar story in a total-
ly different way on each episode. For authenticity’s sake, 
this show would always use actors with the appropriate na-
tionalities as pilots, crew, and passengers in their reenact-
ments, so without calling attention to diversity, they prob-
ably hired more actors of color more consistently than any 
other show on TV. 

Pilot Impostor often handles serious subjects—race, in-
competence, authoritarianism, disinformation—with hu-
mor. Delicious Foods is also tragicomic. Does comedy 
serve as a relief valve in your work?
No, I wouldn’t call it a relief valve. It represents a world-
view, really. The tragic and the comic are sometimes one 
and sometimes not, and there’s a lot of vital energy in the 
push and pull between the poles, if they are even separate. 
Some things you can only get through by laughing and 
weeping alternately until you reach stability. It just feels 
realer and packs more punch to me when writers and art-
ists acknowledge and play around with that dynamic. No 
one ever asks this question in reverse, I notice. Like, Do all 
the serious parts just provide a little coffee break from the humor? 

You say, “We only see impending doom in aftermath.” 
Is Pilot Impostor meant as a wake-up call? 
Well…sometimes you can’t even see what was coming in 
retrospect. You look back and realize there was no indi-

cation that something absolutely devastating was about 
to occur. Air disasters and other system accidents are fre-
quently the result of several unpredictable things going 
wrong at once, bad consequences piling up on top of each 
other. The Tenerife disaster of 1977, one of the worst ever, 
is a horrifying example of what can happen when many un-
predictable things and bad decisions all happen at once. I 
guess I would like to suggest to people that we should try 
to do something about the disasters we can see coming be-
cause there are others we can’t even imagine waiting in the 
wings. That might qualify as a wake-up call, but man, we 
have been hitting the snooze button for a long time.   

How did you choose the images, which range from ab-
stract geometric shapes to photographs of grates and 
greenery to a still of William Shatner in the episode 

“Nightmare at 20,000 Feet” of The Twilight Zone?
Most of the photos are snapshots I took of all the textures 
of Lisbon and the surrounding area, especially the nearby 
coast. Originally I had intended to design the book as I 
wrote it. I abandoned that idea, but whenever I removed a 
piece while editing, I would include a screen shot of a page 
I designed with the words removed. A few of the images 
are illustrations of things in the text but not many. Once 
the book got sold to a publisher, I had to get photo permis-
sions for a lot of things and found that process so vexing 
and expensive (I paid out of pocket on a tight budget) that 
in some cases, when a photo I had grabbed off the internet 
was out of budget, I would just make a drawing of the im-
age instead. This has now become a separate project. 

Karen Schechner is the vice president of Kirkus Indie. Pilot Im-
postor received a starred review in the Sept. 1, 2021, issue.
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GREENWICH PARK 
Faulkner, Katherine
Gallery Books/Simon & 
Schuster (384 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-982150-31-0

What appears to be a budding friend-
ship between two moms-to-be brings 
more than its fair share of unpleasant 
surprises in this debut psychological 
thriller.

Helen Thorpe has just relinquished her job in advertising 
to begin maternity leave and prenatal classes. All seems well in 
her world, snugly cocooned as she is in a bucolic London neigh-
borhood, though she’s grappling with an energy-draining sum-
mer heat wave, the exhaustion of ongoing house renovations, 
and pesky calls from a refinancing company. Also, there is the 
fact that her husband, Daniel—who runs an architecture firm 
with her brother, Rory—is frequently too immersed in work to 

accompany her to the prenatal clinic. So when Rachel, a single 
mother, pops up in prenatal class, Helen welcomes her compan-
ionship despite Rachel’s sometimes-shocking, often invasive 
behavior. Multiple narrators—including Helen; Rory’s wife, 
Serena; and Helen’s friend Katie, a journalist currently cover-
ing a case of sexual assault—drive this suspenseful thriller, and 
when Rachel turns up on Helen and Daniel’s doorstop, insert-
ing herself even further into their lives, things take a decidedly 
threatening turn. As the story progresses, secret notes, a lost 
laptop, and old newspaper clippings make it quite clear that 
something nefarious is afoot. Helen’s rising sense of unease is 
effectively contrasted with her much gentler memories of uni-
versity days from a decade earlier, when she, Daniel, Serena, and 
Rory reveled in the glory of their time together.

With constantly growing levels of menace, this tension-
filled novel will keep you guessing through its final revelations.

TIDES
Freeman, Sara
Grove (256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jan. 16, 2022
978-0-8021-5917-5  

After losing a child, a woman 
attempts to start anew in a coastal town.

After her baby is stillborn—and 
unable to bear living in the apartment 
directly above her brother and his new-
born son, whose cries remind her daily 

of her loss—37-year-old Mara has only one goal: “to slip into a 
blind spot, to run out on her life.” She heads for a seaside town 
where she knows no one, determined to live as ruinously as pos-
sible. She drinks as much as she can, eats as little as possible, 
and sleeps sometimes on the beach, sometimes in strangers’ 
beds. With her financial resources dwindling, Mara takes a job 
in a wine shop and begins living surreptitiously in the store’s 
attic room. Her boss, Simon, is suffering too: His wife has left 
him, taking their young daughter. As Mara begins to warm 
to Simon, her character and her past begin to take shape: her 
childhood in Quebec with a difficult mother, an absent father, 
and a loyal younger brother; her relationship with her husband. 
Told in image-heavy, crystalline fragments of prose, sometimes 
only one or two sentences to a page, Freeman’s novel reads like 
a shattered mirror gradually being pieced together, though the 
reflection, as in real life, never comes perfectly clear. For much 
of the novel’s first half, Freeman keeps Mara as a cipher, less a 
character and more simply a vessel for grief and self-destructive 
impulses. But as Mara’s character sharpens into focus, the nar-
rative restraint gives way in pieces like a sudden calving of ice. 
What is left is a portrait of a woman’s psyche pared to the core, 
to unsettling effect. As the narrator says of Mara: “She knows: if 
there is a mistake to be made, she will make it.” 

An intense and lyrical debut.

“With constantly growing levels of menace, this tension-filled
novel will keep you guessing through its final revelations.” 

greenwich park
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THE FINAL CASE 
Guterson, David
Knopf (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-525-52132-7  

A bestselling author explores art, 
justice, and grief as he questions what 
makes a story true.

“Awhile back, I stopped writing fic-
tion.” This is one of the first things the 
narrator has to say about himself. After 

a description of the (implausibly brief) existential crisis that 
followed the end of his fiction-writing career, he addresses the 
reader directly: “If that leaves you wondering about this book—
wondering if I’m kidding, or playing a game, or if I’ve wandered 
into the margins of metafiction or the approximate terrain of 
autofiction—everything here is real.” This may look like reassur-
ance, but it’s actually a warning. Using a young girl’s murder as 
an inciting incident, Guterson tests the reader’s understanding 

of story, truth, and how the two intersect. The narrator’s father, 
Royal, is an attorney approaching the end of his own career. 
When Royal agrees to defend a White woman accused of killing 
her Black adopted daughter, the narrator becomes intrigued by 
the case. Again and again, his father cautions him that the real 
justice system doesn’t function the way it does on TV, but then 
a judge delivers a speech that provides exactly the kind of moral 
satisfaction we want from crime shows. This speech serves as 
a bookend to an earlier passage in which the accused woman’s 
mother rants about all the ways in which White Christians are 
oppressed in contemporary America. The shape of this text—a 
single, uninterrupted paragraph spread over multiple pages—
strains credulity, but its content is instantly recognizable to 
anyone who pays even scant attention to right-wing media. Gut-
erson seems to be asking why righteously elegant oration seems 
realistic when it’s coming from the bench but an equally impas-
sioned soliloquy delivered in the living room of a double-wide 
in rural Washington feels like a literary contrivance. The author 
subverts expectations over and over again. After the narrative 
begins to take the shape of a courtroom drama, the story shifts 
back to the personal concerns of the narrator—including a lot 
of thought and conversation about the craft of writing—for so 
long that it seems possible that the dead child has been forgot-
ten. She has not. It’s just that real life seldom has an obvious 
beginning, middle, and end. The book closes with the narrator 
turning toward his wife in the dark while she whispers, “We 
can love people….What else is there?” This might feel like an 
easy out for a story in which hateful people and dumb mortality 
wield their power. Or it can feel like a gentle acknowledgement 
of our collective precarity.

Needfully discomfiting.

THE LEOPARD IS LOOSE
Harrigan, Stephen
Knopf (256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-0-525-65577-0  

A wild cat on the loose in 1950s Okla-
homa City crystallizes a boy’s coming-of-
age story.

Inspired by an actual incident in 1950, 
this mostly sweet-tempered tale is nar-
rated retrospectively by Grady McClarty, 

who recalls being 5 years old in 1952, a transitional time for his 
family. His father, a test pilot, has died; his mother is getting 
serious with a new man, presaging a possible move to Texas; and 
his two uncles are World War II veterans whose PTSD mani-
fests itself in confusing ways. So news that a leopard has escaped 
its pit at the city zoo exacerbates an already anxious moment. 
In the week or so that follows, Grady and his brother, Danny, 
become their uncles’ sidekicks as thousands of self-deputized 
big-game hunters roam the city stalking their prey. Harrigan has 
a knack for grand-scale historical writing, both in fiction (The 
Gates of the Alamo (2000); A Friend of Mr. Lincoln (2016), etc.) and 
nonfiction (Big Wonderful Thing: A History of Texas (2019)), and 
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here he strives to expand Grady’s modest bildungsroman into a 
larger political allegory. In the citywide hunt, stoked by hyper-
bolic TV talking heads, Harrigan finds an echo of Trump-era 
inventions of moral panics (“there was something else on the 
loose that I had no name for and no capacity to identify”); in 
scenes that put anti-Black discrimination on display, he exposes 
the persistence of casual racism and how easily it descends 
into violence. Such attempts to show how the past and present 
rhyme ride somewhat awkwardly alongside Grady’s more inte-
rior story, which involves making sense of his mercurial family 
and his fixation on childish things. But Harrigan does engag-
ingly inhabit his young hero’s mind.

A likable, nostalgic yarn that explores how minor incidents 
can catalyze into bigger crises.

FIONA AND JANE
Ho, Jean Chen
Viking (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-59-329604-2  

Who knows you better: you or your 
best friend?

Close friends Fiona and Jane—or 
Jane and Fiona—are constant presences 
in each other’s lives, sometimes from 
afar, sometimes in each other’s faces. 

From childhood through early adulthood, the two Taiwanese 
American young women scramble though the obstacle courses 
of their lives, each negotiating complicated family circum-
stances and carrying the weight of secrets kept from them and 
secrets they keep from others. Both spend their childhood in 
southern California—Fiona after emigrating from Taiwan—in 
households shadowed by the specter of a father missing in one 
way or another. Adolescence and young adulthood propel the 
girls onto separate courses of education, employment, finances, 
and sexuality, but they never leave each other’s emotional orbit 
entirely. Presented in a series of short stories told from alternat-
ing perspectives, Fiona’s and Jane’s stories (story, really) recount 
the realities of a girlhood spent in league with someone else who 

“gets” you (for the most part). The duo’s coming-of-age saga is 
shot through with moments of clarity and understanding: real-
izing you are competitive with your best friend, realizing your 
mother knows (and knew) things, realizing you are not the only 
one with secrets. (Some realizations are fully articulated, some 
left for the reader to work out, a stylistic choice that intrudes 
at times.) Ho’s adept captures of childhood confusion, teenage 
angst, and adult malaise lend the stories a universality that is 
not undermined by her equally precise dissections of racial and 
sexual issues facing Fiona and Jane. The misogynistic dangers 
facing the girls as they stretch their high school wings in the 
gorgeous and nerve-wracking story “Go Slow” echo throughout 
the work as a whole, with a particularly resounding tone in the 
devastating precis, “Korean Boys I’ve Loved.”

Readers will wish for a Fiona or Jane in their own lives.

REMINDERS OF HIM
Hoover, Colleen
Montlake Romance (335 pp.)
$11.99 paper  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-5420-2560-7  

After being released from prison, a 
young woman tries to reconnect with her 
5-year-old daughter despite having killed 
the girl’s father.

Kenna didn’t even know she was 
pregnant until after she was sent to 

prison for murdering her boyfriend, Scotty. When her baby girl, 
Diem, was born, she was forced to give custody to Scotty’s par-
ents. Now that she’s been released, Kenna is intent on getting to 
know her daughter, but Scotty’s parents won’t give her a chance 
to tell them what really happened the night their son died. 
Instead, they file a restraining order preventing Kenna from so 
much as introducing herself to Diem. Handsome, self-assured 
Ledger, who was Scotty’s best friend, is another key adult in 
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“Readers will wish for a Fiona or Jane in their own lives.” 
fiona and jane



Diem’s life. He’s helping her grandparents raise her, and he too 
blames Kenna for Scotty’s death. Even so, there’s something 
about her that haunts him. Kenna feels the pull, too, and seems 
to be seeking Ledger out despite his judgmental behavior. As 
Ledger gets to know Kenna and acknowledges his attraction to 
her, he begins to wonder if maybe he and Scotty’s parents have 
judged her unfairly. Even so, Ledger is afraid that if he surren-
ders to his feelings, Scotty’s parents will kick him out of Diem’s 
life. As Kenna and Ledger continue to mourn for Scotty, they 
also grieve the future they cannot have with each other. Told 
alternatively from Kenna’s and Ledger’s perspectives, the story 
explores the myriad ways in which snap judgments based on 
partial information can derail people’s lives. Built on a founda-
tion of death and grief, this story has an undercurrent of sadness. 
As usual, however, the author has created compelling characters 
who are magnetic and sympathetic enough to pull readers in. In 
addition to grief, the novel also deftly explores complex issues 
such as guilt, self-doubt, redemption, and forgiveness.

With captivating dialogue, angst-y characters, and a cou-
ple of steamy sex scenes, Hoover has done it again.

THE MIRROR MAN
Kepler, Lars
Trans. by Alice Menzies
Knopf (480 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-0-593-32102-7  

Swedish detective Joona Linna is 
back to investigate the abductions, kill-
ings, and dismembering of teenage girls 
by a serial killer called Caesar.

Five years after her much-publicized 
abduction at age 16, Jenny Lind is found gruesomely hung to 
death on a public playground. Martin, a mentally frail local 
man, may have witnessed the crime while walking his dog, but 
personal traumas have left him too shaky to remember any-
thing. Also five years ago, during an ice-fishing outing with his 
16-year-old daughter, Alice, Martin survived a fall through the 
ice but Alice was never found. He also lost his entire family in 
a car accident when he was a boy and has been tormented by 
punishing visions of his dead brothers ever since. With Martin 
in and out of a psychiatric facility, his wife, Pamela, decides to 
adopt Mia, a troubled 17-year-old. Soon enough, Mia will be 
abducted by Caesar and his tattooed henchwoman, Granny, 
who likes to jab her girls with a knockout drug—and saw the 
feet off of those who try to escape. Psychiatrist Erik Maria Bark, 
a regular in Kepler’s Killer Instinct series (of which this is the 
eighth installment, following Lazarus, 2018), has some tantaliz-
ing results hypnotizing Martin to get him to remember what he 
saw at the playground. Though the early sections of this long-
ish thriller are tantalizing—toying with the reader with a major 
red herring—the book jumps the tracks with a burst of forced 
twists and turns and an ultraviolent, head-shaking climax.

A page-turner until it isn’t, Kepler’s latest becomes a case 
of too much too late.

QUICKSILVER
Koontz, Dean
Thomas & Mercer (368 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jan. 25, 2022
978-1-5420-1988-0  

A foundling boy and his tiny circle of 
friends must save the world from crea-
tures even less human than they are.

Ever since he was abandoned on an 
Arizona highway three days after his 
birth, Quinn Quicksilver has lived some-

thing of a marginal life. Discovered by lineman Hakeem Kas-
par and two buddies and brought to the Mater Misericordiæ 
orphanage, he was passed over repeatedly for adoption and 
remained with the nuns, who raised him until he landed a job 
for Arizona! magazine writing about people too dead to lodge 
complaints. This very limited stability comes crashing down 
hours after a strange, unrecognizable magnetism leads him to 
a valuable gold coin in an abandoned restaurant. As he’s sitting 
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in a diner afterward, he’s suddenly flanked by two members 
of the Internal Security Agency who quietly demand that he 
come along without making a fuss. Escaping in the fuss that 
instantly ensues, Quinn takes it on the lam until that magnetic 
force brings him up against contractor Sparky Rainking, who 
moonlights as novelist Daphne Larkrise, and his granddaugh-
ter, Bridget. The Rainkings, who have their own history with 
the ISA, do their best to bring Quinn up to speed, but Bridg-
et’s bombshell announcement that “several sequences in my 
genome are not human,” though it offers a theory as to why 
the same people who’ve targeted her and Sparky are now set-
ting their sights on Quinn, raises a lot more questions than it 
answers. What sort of beings are the Rainkings? Is Quinn not 
fully human? And what sort of relationships can he expect to 
form with the other sort-of-humans who seem increasingly to 
be littering the Arizona landscape?

Don’t lose sleep over the answers. Just sit back and enjoy 
what turns out to be quite a ride.

THE TORQUED MAN 
Mann, Peter
Harper/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-06-307-210-7  

An Irish double agent and his Ger-
man handler form an unlikely bond in 
1940s Berlin.

When ex–Irish resistance fighter Pro-
innsias “Frank” Pike is liberated from a 
Spanish prison in 1940 by German intel-

ligence operative Adrian de Groot, aka Johann Grotius, the ill-
matched duo are launched on a daring series of exploits inside 
Nazi Germany. Debut novelist Mann seamlessly intertwines 
two narratives—de Groot’s candid journal and a third-person 
account of Pike’s escapades entitled “Finn McCool in the Bow-
els of Teutonia” (his alter ego is a well-known hunter/warrior fig-
ure in Irish mythology)—to describe some of the same events 
from their wildly differing perspectives. De Groot, a philolo-
gist and translator and the titular torqued man (another sly nod 
to Irish myth), recruits Pike to engage in missions intended to 
turn Ireland’s ancient antipathy to England into full-fledged 
support for Hitler’s regime, but the Germans are a step behind 
the English, who intend to take advantage of Pike’s presence in 
the heart of the Reich’s war machine to thwart these schemes 
and serve their own ends. Once Pike, whose “man of action” 
bravado and “gregarious and libidinous personality” contrast 
sharply with de Groot’s intellectual diffidence, is transported 
to the heart of Berlin, he embarks on a devilishly clever “assassi-
nation-and-mayhem campaign” designed to decimate the upper 
ranks of the German medical profession, with the goal of even-
tually eliminating Hitler himself. More suited to scholarship 
than spycraft, de Groot finds that his attempts to bring order 
to the “perpetual misadventure that life with Pike would come 
to entail” are complicated by an intense personal affection for 
his charge. Mann’s brisk and well-constructed plot is enhanced 
by equally impressive prose that succeeds in making the inner 
lives of his principal characters as engaging as Pike’s often hair-
raising (if occasionally ill-conceived) deeds.

A wily spy novel with a human touch.

THE GOOD SON
Mitchard, Jacquelyn
Harlequin MIRA (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-0-778-31179-9  

The end of her son’s prison sentence 
is the beginning of a new nightmare for 
the mother of a murderer.

“Before Belinda died, not much in my 
life had prepared me for anything except 
moderate good fortune.” A college pro-

fessor married to a popular football coach with a large network 
of loving family and friends, Thea Demetriou was living a good 

“A wily spy novel with a human touch.” 
the torqued man
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life until her luck ran out in a dramatic way three years ago, 
when her 17-year-old son, Stefan, a boy who had barely swat-
ted a fly, murdered his longtime girlfriend, Belinda, in a drug-
induced episode of psychosis. He remembers nothing about 
it, but he was the only one present, and his fingerprints were 
on the murder weapon. The scene Stefan comes home to is far 
from welcoming—picketers from an activist group founded by 
Belinda’s mother, Jill, have already been gathering outside their 
house regularly to protest his release, and the harassment of the 
family by individuals and the media now escalates to the point 
that Thea is forced to take a sabbatical from her job. (Her aca-
demic focus is obsessed women in fiction, a detail with oddly 
unexplored potential.) If Stefan was just a regular guy before he 
went to prison, his tortuous experiences have made him into a 
near saint; he now conceives and undertakes a major project of 
good works in an attempt to give his ruined life meaning. Mean-
while, Thea begins receiving calls from someone who claims 
to have more information about the murder, but this plotline 
unfolds so slowly that it leaks rather than increases tension. 
Mitchard is an old pro at domestic fiction—the characters, the 

dialogue, the insights are all as strong as you’d expect—but most 
readers will figure out who the stalker is a hundred pages before 
Thea does. And as heavily overdetermined as it is, the final 
reveal could have been better set up.

An emotionally intense drama of guilt, forgiveness, and 
motherhood marred by an unfortunate pacing problem.

THE VILLAGE
Mitchell, Caroline
Thomas & Mercer (356 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Jan. 25, 2022
978-1-5420-2222-4  

A true-crime writer who can’t forget 
an unsolved case she covered 10 years 
ago moves to the place where it all hap-
pened. It’s not a good move.

As far as anyone knows, nothing 
much has changed for Martin and Susan 

Harper and their 8-year-old daughter, Grace, in the decade since 
their disappearance. But lots of changes have come into Naomi 
Ward’s life. She’s stopped writing the “True Crime Detec-
tive” stories that appeared under the byline Marsha Bowers. 
She’s watched Scottish film producer/director Edward Ward’s 
struggles with Harmony, his drug-addled wife, and married him 
shortly after they divorced and Harmony ran off to Europe with 
Joel, her dealer. She’s done her best to mother Ed’s daughter, 
Morgan, who at 16 is only 12 years younger than her and clearly 
not having any. And now she’s persuaded Ed to move with her 
from London to the New Forest town of Nighbrook, memo-
rialized by guidebooks as the least friendly village in England, 
and into Ivy Cottage, the home from which the Harpers van-
ished. It doesn’t take long for Naomi to realize that the house 
is less haunted than the village. Sgt. Lloyd Thomas, the local 
law, is always distant except when he’s actively menacing. His 
wife, Joanne, who first reported the Harpers missing, accuses 
Naomi of launching her new career as a baker by delivering a 
cake stuffed with maggots. And Dawn Humphries, who takes 
the pouting Morgan under her wing, is clearly playing a deeper 
game. The whole village is obviously covering up a dreadful 
secret—but what exactly is that secret?

Be warned: Mitchell keeps digging deeper even after the 
main mystery is solved for more and more nasty revelations.

IN CASE OF EMERGENCY
Mohebali, Mahsa
Trans. by Mariam Rahmani
Feminist Press (168 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Nov. 30, 2021
978-1-952177-86-6  

A young woman makes her way through 
an earthquake in the heart of Tehran.

Mohebali’s novel opens on Shadi 
lying in bed, experiencing the beginnings 

“A compelling portrait of a city in crisis 
limited by its protagonist’s apathy.” 

in case of emergency



of a comedown after having taken opium the previous night. As 
her family and city experience multiple earthquake tremors, 
Shadi disregards the chaos around her in favor of securing more 
of the opium balls that she tucks under her tongue to feel the 

“tadpoles” of sensation leaping through her body. Seeking out 
her friend Ashkan, who she thinks may have a hidden cache 
of drugs, she finds him “wilting under the shower” following 
an overdose. After she revives him, she picks through the con-
tents of his vomit in an effort to find usable opium: “A few black 
specks hit the wall….I fish through his fluids for the leftovers.” 
Her misadventures are so bleak that appreciating the deadpan 
delivery can be a strain. Shadi’s pathway through Tehran is jum-
bled—the police take a woman who resembles Nana Molouk, 
her grandmother, and Shadi resolves to find her, but instead 
Shadi meets her old friend Sara. We see glimpses of Shadi’s love 
for Sara—“An earthquake isn’t so bad with Sara in one’s arms”––
but ultimately even her tender flashes give way to apathy in her 
ongoing search for opium. Tehran-based author Mohebali has 
created a charismatic protagonist with an undeniable sense 
of humor as she watches the city devolve into frenzied flight 

during the earthquake, but Shadi’s addiction hampers not only 
her own actions, but the pace and structure of the novel. Every 
abortive mission lessens the impact of her experience of the 
earthquake, and by the story’s end, the reader may be just as 
nihilistic as Shadi herself, lost in an often ambivalent character’s 
comings and goings.

A compelling portrait of a city in crisis limited by its pro-
tagonist’s apathy.
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DEATH BY THE FINISH LINE
Morgan, Alexis
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Dec. 28, 2021
978-1-4967-3127-2  

A charity race sends Snowberry 
Creek, Washington, newcomer Abby 
McCree running for cover.

Abby has been pretty much coasting 
since coming to town. She doesn’t need to 
work because her aunt left her a stately old 

Victorian house to live in, and the income from renting the back 
cottage is enough to keep her mastiff mix, Zeke, in dog biscuits. 
She spends her days whipping up yummy baked goods that she 
shares with her handsome tenant, Tripp Blackston, and Police 
Chief Gage Logan, her buddy. But Mayor’s Assistant Connie Pohler 
has her eye on this lady of leisure, and before she knows what hit 
her, Abby finds herself chairing Snowberry Creek’s Founder’s Day 
Salmon Scoot. Her co-chair, scruffy biker Gil Pratt, turns out to be 

an unanticipated godsend. Seems like the organizational skills Gil 
learned in the military have some welcome applications to small-
town fun runs. Just as Abby and Gil are congratulating themselves 
on a job well done, some young bystanders find a body in the ravine 
by the finish line. The late James DiSalvo was a local busybody who 
specialized in shutting down local properties he considered eye-
sores. One of the sorest in his eyes was the motorcycle repair shop 
owned by Gil and his brother, Gary. Soon Gary is in the hoosegow, 
and it looks like no amount of pie will convince Gage to let go of 
his chief suspect. Fortunately, Abby’s work-free lifestyle gives her 
plenty of time to do what she does best: investigate crimes the 
police have got wrong.

Chasing the usual suspects yields the usual outcome.

DAVA SHASTRI’S LAST DAY
Ramisetti, Kirthana
Grand Central Publishing (384 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-538-70386-1  

An extremely wealthy woman with 
a terminal illness leaks news of her own 
death so she can see how she’s mourned 
in the press before the sickness actually 
takes her life.

The year is 2044, and Dava Shastri 
has summoned her four adult children, as well as their romantic 
partners and children, to join her for the Christmas holiday on her 
private island off the coast of eastern Long Island. After everyone 
arrives and greets the family matriarch, it’s a shock to hear the 
media announcing that their hostess is already dead. When they 
confront Dava, they learn she’s been diagnosed with late-stage lung 
cancer and she’s hired a doctor to euthanize her, which is legal in 
this futuristic New York. After years of pouring her sweat and tears 
into her charitable foundation supporting the arts, Dava wants to 
leave this world on her own terms and in a way that will allow her to 
see at least some of the beautiful tributes she expects about her life. 
The news of her death does spur greater media attention than ever 
before, but instead of accolades, Dava is dismayed to read gossip 
revealing truths she had long ago buried. Meanwhile, a strong win-
ter storm hits New York, trapping the family on the island, where 
they have no choice but to confront the issues Dava’s predicament 
has raised. Told from a variety of perspectives, the story is reminis-
cent of Jonathan Tropper’s This Is Where I Leave You in that circum-
stances force adult children to spend several days together working 
through years of resentment and regret. The strength of the story 
lies in its depiction of a strong-willed matriarch who has doggedly 
pursued success while doing things her own way. Unfortunately, 
Ramisetti’s inclusion of so many side characters and multiple con-
voluted backstories makes it difficult to invest in any one plotline. 
The 2044 time frame also adds to the confusion, as the author fails 
to ground readers in this unknown era through sufficient details or 
descriptive explanations. Even so, Ramisetti draws nuanced char-
acters who are introspective and entertaining. 

A solid debut that will appeal to readers who enjoy quirky 
family stories with a focus on character over action.
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MUST LOVE BOOKS
Robinson, Shauna
Sourcebooks Landmark (336 pp.) 
$14.49 paper  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-72824-073-2  

A young woman tries to find her pur-
pose in life while working a dead-end job 
in this debut novel.

Nora Hughes has been an editorial 
assistant at Parsons since she first got out 
of college. She’s been in love with books 

since she was small, and the idea of working with them seemed 
like a dream—but now, five years in, it’s become a nightmare. 
She works on business books she’s not excited about, and her 
company is downsizing, leaving her stuck covering the slack of 
layoffs and saying goodbye to the co-workers who kept her sane, 
including her best friend, Beth. To make matters worse, she’s 
just found out that her salary is being cut by 15%. No longer sure 
she can even pay the rent, she secretly takes a part-time free-
lance job with a rival publishing company. With the added pres-
sure of a possible promotion riding on her getting hot young 
author Andrew Santos to sign a contract for his new book after 
she befriends him at a conference, Nora must struggle to keep 
her head afloat while figuring out what she truly wants. This 
quarter-life-crisis novel starts out a bit slowly, but it finds its 
footing when Nora begins to take risks, even if they don’t always 
pan out. The rut Nora finds herself in is not only external, but 
internal, and while the book starts off a seemingly light read, 
it turns more serious, with insightful discussions of depression 
and suicidal ideation. Robinson shows promise with easy prose 
and characterization, and it’s refreshing to read a book about 
publishing with a half-Black heroine who’s wryly aware of the 
way she stands out in a very White field and, in Andrew, a Fili-
pino love interest who’s the talk of the business-book world.

A slow, slightly stumbling, but ultimately hopeful look at 
getting out of a rut.

SOMEBODY’S HOME
Rouda, Kaira
Thomas & Mercer (229 pp.)
$15.95 paper  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-5420-2611-6  

A woman’s sudden decision to move 
into a house being sold by a minister and 
his wife exposes fault lines that under-
mine virtually every relationship in 
Orange County.

After a teasing frame that shows an 
unnamed woman terrified by the realization that there’s a man 
inside her home, the narrative rewinds two days to show the 
Rev. Doug Dean and his second wife, former Sunday school 
teacher Sandi, turning over the keys to their Oceanside home 
to Julie Cohen. Julie, an aesthetician and office manager who 
apparently had every cosmetic surgery imaginable before she 

was plucked from her job by big-time real estate developer 
Roger Jones, has secretly taken their 17-year-old daughter, Jess, 
and left him and his checkbook for good. Roger, not the type to 
take this kind of behavior lying down, schemes with an amus-
ingly interchangeable roster of attorneys to cajole her into 
returning. Jess, a high school student who can’t understand why 
her mother would undermine her seamless transition to USC, 
flirts with Tom Dean, a self-described incel who’s refused to 
follow his father’s orders and leave the carriage house on the 
property. The power dynamics are seriously complicated by 
a self-inflicted set of one-two punches: Jess is caught on viral 
video in a prominent position at a drunken party at which a 
round of beer pong turns into a queasy game of Nazis vs. Jews, 
and a pair of FBI agents arrest her father on a moral charge. If 
the circular firing squad that follows lacks the inevitability of 
the conflict in The Next Wife (2021), it allows more room for 
readers to wonder how things could possibly get worse.

Whatever the opposite of family values is, Rouda seems 
intent on perfecting a genre that enshrines it.

30 THINGS I LOVE ABOUT 
MYSELF
Sanghani, Radhika
Berkley (352 pp.) 
$14.49 paper  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-593335-04-8  

A British Indian woman living in the 
suburbs of Leicester, England, spends 
a year finding 30 things she loves about 
herself.

Just before she turns 30, journalist 
Nina Mistry breaks up with her fiance, Nikhil. She still loves 
him, but she has realized that the two of them aren’t right as a 
couple. When she gets caught up in a protest on the eve of her 
birthday and is arrested when a fight breaks out, she spends the 
night in jail sobbing until the guard takes pity and gives her a 
book to keep her company: How To Love Yourself (and Fix Your 
Shitty Life in the Process). Reading the book begins her year of 
exploring self-love (defined in sexual, romantic, and platonic 
ways) as she works to discover 30 things she loves about herself. 
The road is rocky, with bumps and serious lows, but it also has 
high points as she becomes more spiritual (astrologically and 
meditatively speaking) and loving to herself, others, and the 
universe in general. She moves back in with her mother, Rupa, 
and her older brother, Kal, who is struggling with deep depres-
sion—which her father also suffered from before his suicide 15 
years earlier. She makes new friends. She has new experiences. 
She works to reconnect with her Indian heritage and family 
history while making space for the modern woman that she 
is. Author Sanghani’s book is fiction—as she points out in the 
preface—but it reads partially as self-help as well as Nina works 
through the chapters of How To Love Yourself and its exercises. 
Readers will find much to appreciate in both the story and the 
lessons, which Sanghani imparts without the sense that she is 
overtly preaching.

“A heartwarming read about self-acceptance and the idea
that it’s possible to learn to love your imperfect self.” 

30 things i  love about myself



A heartwarming read about self-acceptance and the idea 
that it’s possible to learn to love your imperfect self.

LACUNA 
Snyckers, Fiona
Europa Editions (256 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-60945-725-9  

Lucy Lurie, the character at the 
heart of J.M. Coetzee’s acclaimed novel 
Disgrace, is reimagined as a real person 
struggling with the aftermath of both 
her rape and the use of her trauma as a 
symbol for the ostensibly larger ordeals 

of a post-apartheid South Africa.
Two years ago, Lucy Lurie was raped. Her attack was par-

ticularly brutal—there were multiple assailants, all of whom 
were strangers—and was widely reported upon by the South 

African media. Lucy, who is a junior lecturer at the fictional Uni-
versity of Constantia in Cape Town, recovers physically from 
her assault, but she struggles with severe PTSD, which leaves 
her with debilitating anxiety and agoraphobia. Prevented from 
working by her psychological condition, Lucy becomes more 
and more isolated, her social circle eventually reduced to the 
company of her therapist; her friend Moira, a self-proclaimed 

“literary star-fucker”; and her father, who witnessed her rape 
but seems to have moved on. Lucy’s ongoing trauma is further 
complicated by the fact that the formidable John Coetzee, a 
former senior colleague of hers at the university, has written a 
literary blockbuster based on her experience. And here’s where 
Snyckers’ book gets tricky. Because, of course, J.M. Coetzee’s 
Disgrace does center the violent rape of the fictional character 
Lucy Lurie by a group of black African farm laborers as the 
lacuna that shapes the book’s overarching narrative metaphor. 
Snyckers’ Lucy Lurie, in the tradition of Antoinette Cosway in 
Jean Rhys’ Wide Sargasso Sea, insists on both the reclamation 
of her personal experience and the recognition of her erasure. 
However, unlike Rhys’ Antoinette, who lives fully enmeshed in 
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the systemic oppressions enacted upon her, Snyckers’ Lucy is 
a sharp, analytical thinker well versed in the post-structuralist 
theory that makes her argument both trenchant and assail-
able. Snyckers’ Lucy takes issue with her fictional counterpart’s 
placid acceptance of her role as “the vessel through which the 
new world order will be born, in the person of her brown child.” 
Snyckers’ Lucy would like Synckers’ Coetzee—a figure akin to 
the real-life author but also understood as a fiction in his own 
right—to acknowledge the ways in which his appropriation of 
her narrative was a secondary reenactment of her trauma. Her 
quest for that reckoning becomes the central hinge upon which 
this surprising, subtle, and deeply challenging book swings.

A novel that questions the right of an author to appropri-
ate stories as it defends the right of the character to live them.

TO PARADISE 
Yanagihara, Hanya
Doubleday (720 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-385-54793-2  

A triptych of stories set in 1893, 1993, 
and 2093 explore the fate of humanity, 
the essential power and sorrow of love, 
and the unique doom brought upon itself 
by the United States.

After the extraordinary reception 
of Yanagihara’s Kirkus Prize–winning second novel, A Little 
Life (2015), her follow-up could not be more eagerly awaited. 
While it is nothing like either of her previous novels, it’s also 
unlike anything else you’ve read (though Cloud Atlas, The House 
of Mirth, Martin and John, and Robertson Davies’ Deptford Tril-
ogy may all cross your mind at various points). More than 700 
pages long, the book is composed of three sections, each a dis-
tinct narrative, each set in a counterfactual historical iteration 
of the place we call the United States. The narratives are con-
nected by settings and themes: A house on Washington Square 
in Greenwich Village is central to each; Hawaii comes up often, 
most prominently in the second. The same names are used for 
(very different) characters in each story; almost all are gay and 
many are married. Even in the Edith Wharton–esque opening 
story, in which the scion of a wealthy family is caught between 
an arranged marriage and a reckless affair, both of his possible 
partners are men. Illness and disability are themes in each, most 
dramatically in the third, set in a brutally detailed post-pan-
demic totalitarian dystopia. Here is the single plot connection 
we could find: In the third part, a character remembers hearing 
a story with the plot of the first. She mourns the fact that she 
never did get to hear the end of it: “After all these years I found 
myself wondering what had happened....I knew it was foolish 
because they weren’t even real people but I thought of them 
often. I wanted to know what had become of them.” You will 
know just how she feels. But what does it mean that Yanagihara 
acknowledges this? That is just one of the conundrums sure to 
provoke years of discussion and theorizing. Another: Given the 
punch in the gut of utter despair one feels when all the most 

cherished elements of 19th- and 20th-century lives are uncer-
emoniously swept off the stage when you turn the page to the 
21st—why is the book not called To Hell?

Gigantic, strange, exquisite, terrifying, and replete with 
mystery.

NO LAND TO LIGHT ON
Zgheib, Yara
Atria (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-9821-8742-2  

Torn between homelands, immi-
grants yearn to be free.

On Jan. 27, 2017, Donald Trump 
issued an executive order banning immi-
gration from seven Muslim-majority 
countries. Against that background, 

author Zgheib has created a tense, moving novel about the 
meaning of home, the risks of exile, the power of nations, and 
the power of love. Hadi Deeb, who has legal refugee status, is 
caught in the political maelstrom when, on Jan. 28, he lands in 
Boston after a brief visit to Syria for his father’s funeral. Hadi’s 
pregnant wife, Sama, waiting for him at Logan airport, is nearly 
trampled in the melee of protestors. In 2010, at the age of 17, 
Sama came to the U.S. to study anthropology at Harvard; in 2015, 
Hadi arrived, one among thousands of refugees escaping a dev-
astating war in Syria. Sponsored by a Boston lawyer, Hadi was 
amazed at the sight of Harvard students walking, without fear, 

“on a campus in a parallel universe.” Although sometimes disori-
ented and homesick, Hadi shared Sama’s optimism about their 
future in the “Land of the Brave and Free!” Zgheib tracks back 
and forth in place and time as she recounts the circumstances 
that impel Sama and Hadi to leave Syria, the radiant days of 
their meeting and marriage, and their desperate efforts to be 
reunited after Hadi is refused entry. Punctuating the narrative 
are lyrical passages about bird migration—Sama’s dissertation 
topic—that serve as obvious, yet still effective, metaphors for 
human experience. Most birds do not migrate, it seems, raising 
the question “of why some birds go at all.” Of those that do, “it 
has been observed that birds feel a sort of pain before taking off, 
almost like fear, and that nothing alleviates that feeling except 
the rapid motion of wings.” Many never reach their destination: 
Some, Zgheib sadly reveals, are poached by starving refugees.

A graceful tale of imperiled lovers. 

“A graceful tale of imperiled lovers.” 
no land to light on
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THE BIG STEEP
Balzo, Sandra
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-7278-9058-0  

A coffeehouse owner gets ensnared 
in a murder when she befriends the pro-
spective proprietor of a tea shop.

What could be cuter than Uncom-
mon Grounds, the name of the cof-
feehouse co-owned by Maggy Thorsen 

and Sarah Kingston? How about The Big Steep, a new project 
underway by film buff Philip Woodward and his wife, Vivian? 
Philip supplies the wit and vision, Vivian the facilities: a rus-
tic cottage on land once owned by her grandparents Ray and 

Matilda Koeppler. Back in the day, the Koepplers, who renamed 
themselves Paz and Harmony, lived in the cottage with an ever 
changing band of hippy-dippy pals. College students, draft evad-
ers, and every sort of counterculture wannabe drifted in and out 
of their lives. Eventually, a baby named Nirvana drifted in, and 
a few years later Paz drifted out. Nirvana escaped too, running 
away at 18 with an older man and giving birth to Vivian less than 
nine months later. The cottage somehow passes down to Vivian 
even though Nirvana, now Vana Shropshire, is still very much 
alive. In fact, she’s made her way to Brookhills, Wisconsin, to 
see just what her daughter intends to do with her parents’ old 
home. Which is pretty much nothing, because progress on The 
Big Steep stalls when Maggy’s dog, Frank, digs up a bone that 
turns out to be the femur of a months-old infant. Maggy’s fiance, 
Jake Pavlik, takes charge of the case, but Maggy gets involved 
too, especially after more corpses turn up.

Connecting murders past and present provides a welcome 
challenge for coffeehouse cozy fans. 
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An extraordinarily beautiful, touching adventure that can stand 
with the classics of children’s literature.—Kirkus Star Review
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48 HOURS TO KILL
Bourelle, Andrew
Crooked Lane (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-64385-840-1  

A convicted felon granted a two-day 
furlough to attend his sister’s funeral 
decides to spend every minute that he’s 
free solving her murder.

The irony is that Abby Lockhart may 
not even be dead. But nobody’s seen her 

for three weeks, the Reno police haven’t been able to find her, 
and her mother’s had her declared deceased to help the wheels 
of justice grind on. Abby’s brother, Ethan, has a few years left 
until he’s eligible for parole on his 20-year sentence for armed 
robbery when he learns that he’s being furloughed for her 
memorial service without a police escort or even an ankle mon-
itor. But there are conditions, as caseworker Daryl Maxwell 
reminds him: “No alcohol. No drugs. No possession of weap-
ons. No crimes of any sort….You can’t drive.” When his former 
employer, Stanley ‘Shark’ D’Antonio, the owner of Dark Secrets, 
the strip club where Abby worked, tells Ethan the secret reason 
why he took the trouble to arrange his furlough, Ethan instantly 
clicks into high gear, resolving to do everything he can before 
he has to return to prison to find out who killed his beloved 
sister. As Ethan meets Abby’s old school friend Whitney Potter, 
who’s followed her footsteps into dancing at Dark Secrets, and 
chats with the assorted lowlifes Shark has surrounded himself 
with, Bourelle teases readers with hints about which of those 
furlough commandments Daryl has prescribed Ethan will break 
first. Spoiler: He breaks them all, and then some, in this violent, 
fast-moving tale whose only weak spot is a last act that goes on 
and on.

A great way to kill, if not 48 hours, then at least three or 
four.

SHADOW OF SPAIN
Buckley, Fiona
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-7278-5086-7  

The reported approach of the Span-
ish Armada throws England into panic.

As the attack looms, Ursula Stan-
nard—Queen Elizabeth’s illegitimate 
half sister, sometime companion, and 
reluctant spy—returns home to her son 
and friends only to find more trouble 

waiting. A queen’s messenger has been killed on the road near 
one of her estates, and the question is whether it was personal 
or part of a treasonous plot. Ursula’s ward, Mildred Atbrigges, 
has fallen in love yet again, this time with a highly unsuitable 
double agent. Berend Gomez, who travels back and forth to 
the Low Countries on the queen’s business, has been invited 

by Ursula’s neighbor Christopher, another messenger and spy, 
for a short visit, and the lovestruck Mildred runs off with him 
to deliver information to the Duke of Palma, a man the Eng-
lish desperately want to keep on their side. Furious, Ursula and 
Christopher follow in hot pursuit, but they can’t catch the cou-
ple before they reach the duke’s palace. In the meantime, Mil-
dred and Gomez have married, and, much to her dismay, she’s 
forced to play an active role in his spying activities, which puts 
her in grave danger when they cross paths with an old enemy. 
Gomez sends Mildred back to England with vital information 
in the company of Ursula and Christopher, who have arrived at 
the palace and met with the duke, and once home, Ursula finally 
uncovers the messenger’s killer as the English party await news 
of the Armada.

Plenty of exciting adventure spiked with a healthy dose of 
history.

ABSENCE OF MALLETS
Carlisle, Kate
Berkley (304 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-593201-33-6  

After her harrowing experience in 
Premeditated Mortar (2020), contractor 
Shannon Hammer is hoping for a quiet 
life. As if.

Shannon shares her home with for-
mer Navy SEAL Mac Sullivan, a best-
selling author whose philanthropy is 

helping build a community of tiny houses for needy veterans 
in Lighthouse Cove, California. As a sideline, Mac runs writ-
ers workshops in his historic home. Though the visiting writers 
are usually a joy, his latest group proves dramatically different, 
especially cocky, obnoxious Lewis Bondurant, who immediately 
hits on Linda Rutledge, a glass artist Shannon vaguely remem-
bers from high school. Joining Shannon’s construction class for 
women, Linda plans to do some custom backsplashes for the 
tiny homes—plans that are canceled when she’s found dead on 
the beach near the lighthouse. Shannon and Mac team up with 
Shannon’s sister, Chloe, who hosts a building show on TV and 
is engaged to Police Chief Eric Jensen, to investigate. Linda 
was evidently killed with one of her own mallets, which were 
easily available to anyone, and another mallet has gone missing. 
Mac suspects Lewis of stealing a laptop from a veteran who’s 
been writing some excellent stories he’s too shy to promote and 
passing the stories off as his own. It’s not much of a leap from 
stealing to murder, but there are certainly other suspects to 
check out in the writing group and even among the vets, many 
of whom suffer from PTSD.

Believable characters, romance, and a solid mystery com-
bine for an enjoyable read.
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WITCH TRIAL
Conte, Cate
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Dec. 28, 2021
978-1-4967-3269-9  

The legacy of her first murder case 
leads an inexperienced witch even 
deeper into trouble, and not just with the 
criminal justice system.

The neighbors in her Connecti-
cut town call the proprietor of the Full 

Moon crystal shop Violet Mooney, but she recently discovered 
that she’s actually Violet Raven Moonstone, the daughter and 
granddaughter of witches. Flexing her newly discovered other-
worldly muscles, Vi can see a shadowy aura enveloping Nicole 
St. James, a lawyer friend of Ginny Reinhardt’s, another witch 
whose “specialized maid service” cleans up infernal messes. Vi 
gives Nicole, who’s recently left Odin, Steele and Rabner for 
the firm of Townsend and Hammerstein, some stones specially 
chosen to help banish her aura, but they don’t help: A few days 
after she’s reported missing, Nicole’s found bashed to death in 
a nearby park. Vi would seem the logical candidate to help local 
cop Gabe Merlino, who’s dating her half sister, Zoe, solve the 
murder if she didn’t already have her hands full with a problem 
of quite another sort. Someone has “genied” Mariza Diamond, 
an undercover reporter who tried to expose Vi, into a puddle of 
goo inside the Full Moon, and Oscar Sageblood, a member of 
the Magickal Council, accuses Vi and Zoe of knowing much too 
much about the transformation. The extensive cast of witches, 
whose numbers rival those of the mortal townspeople, sets up 
a striking parallel between the worldly and otherworldly jus-
tice systems that’s the most consistently amusing feature here. 
That’s just as well, because the solution to the mystery of who 
killed Nicole feels almost like an afterthought.

More likely to appeal to fans of witchy cozies than those 
outside the coven.

WOLF HOLLOW
Houston, Victoria
Crooked Lane (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-64385-800-5  

A police chief must solve the murder 
of a family member.

Chief Lewellyn Ferris is knee-deep 
in her reelection campaign when some 
kids attempt to detain a man they claim 
is a sexual predator. One of them is the 

granddaughter of Lew’s significant other, forensic dentist and 
fishing fanatic Doc Osborne. The accused is Noah McDonough, 
son of acerbic, wealthy Grace, who owns enough land in Wis-
consin’s Lake Country to give her a lot of power. Meanwhile, 
Lew’s brother, Pete, who’s been watching a loon’s nest in an 
effort to protect the fledglings, is attacked and killed. The 

wife he’d planned to divorce, who can’t get the funeral over 
with fast enough, announces that he had a heart attack. A sus-
picious Lew calls in an outsider to do an autopsy that reveals 
Pete was murdered. Lew calls on Ray Pradt, a friend, fishing 
guide, and tracker, who discovers a pry bar thrown in the woods 
and several trail cameras that may have captured images of the 
killer. To Lew’s surprise, Pete’s murder may be linked to Grace 
McDonough, who’s secretly planning on selling a parcel of land 
along a pristine river to a mining company. When Grace is 
found dead in another faked accident and Lew learns that her 
sister-in-law was having an affair with the appraiser involved in 
Grace’s planned sale, she has to decide if the motive is love or 
money.

Houston’s loving portrayals of the continuing cast mem-
bers and the wild Wisconsin settings add up to a charming 
read.

THE MYSTERY OF 
ALBERT E. FINCH
Hutton, Callie
Crooked Lane (336 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-64385-802-9  

Wedding bells may ring for Lady Amy 
Lovell and William, Viscount Wething-
ton, but their honeymoon falls prey to an 
ill-timed murder.

After a decorously paced courtship, 
the happy couple are ready to tie the knot in September 1891. 
As Amy ruefully observes, however, “It was a tad hard to accept 
good wishes when there was a dead body sitting at her wed-
ding breakfast.”  The inconvenient victim is Alice Finch, whose 
champagne has been fortified with an overdose of belladonna. 
The obvious suspect is her husband and heir, Amy’s cousin-in-
law Albert E. Finch. So convinced are detectives Edwin Marsh 
and Ralph Carson of the Bath Police Department that Finch 
has killed his wife that they quickly arrest him. Amy, already 
incensed that she and William will have to postpone their 
honeymoon trip to Brighton Beach, is even more outraged 
when the police release Albert to the custody of William and 
her, whom they’ve already forbidden to nose around in the 
case themselves, giving them an even more urgent reason to 
solve the mystery. Accidental damage to the roof of their own 
home brings her father, the Marquess of Winchester, and her 
beloved Aunt Margaret into the newlyweds’ establishment at 
the same awkward time, and the uneasy community is rattled 
by the disappearance of Othello, the bird Aunt Margaret has 
taught to declaim Shakespeare, and the discovery of another 
body. “I never faint,”  insists Amy after each of her entirely jus-
tified fainting spells, and this time she’s no more successful at 
sleuthing than the officials who warn her off—though she and 
William do get the privilege of hearing the killer’s confession 
before anyone else.

Less mystery than elephantine jockeying for the perks 
every aristocrat feels due.



A DASH OF DEATH
Klump, Michelle Hillen
Crooked Lane (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-64385-937-8  

A purveyor of artisanal bitters gets 
tangled up in murder.

As cozy heroines continue to get 
kicked to the curb by callous significant 
others, their alternative careers get more 
and more niche. Samantha Warren, see-

ing her wedding canceled by her fiance’s cold feet, finds herself 
in possession of 300 tiny bottles of homemade bitters originally 
destined for her guests’ swag bags. With the help of her friends 
Marisa Lopez and Beth Myerson, Sam wangles an invitation 
from Bob Randall, of the Houston Historic Commission, to be 
one of the guest servers at the Highlands Historic Home Tour. 
Hoping that this gig will help her dispose of her unwanted stash 
and build goodwill for her hobby/new profession—not as a chef, 
not even as a vintner, but as a bitters maker—Sam is completely 
unprepared when Mark Brantwell, one of her samplers, dies 
inauspiciously after one drink. To add insult to injury, Brant-
well’s estranged wife, Gabby, files for damages not only against 
the Historic Commission, but against Sam individually. David 
Dwyer, a lawyer recommended by her ex-fiance, assures her that 
the suit will be dismissed quickly, but when it isn’t, Sam decides 
that she’d better crack the case herself. Klump whips up all the 
standard ingredients—plucky heroine, nasty ex, supportive pals, 
intriguing new guy, dangerous killer—into a brew not nearly as 
novel as one of Sam’s herb-infused concoctions.

New product, same story.

DEATH IN CORNWALL
Malliet, G.M.
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-7278-5038-6  

Taking time away from his duties as 
a Cambridgeshire DCI, Arthur St. Just 
travels with his all-but-fiancee Portia 
De’Ath to the picturesque village of 
Maidsfell for a quiet vacation. Guess 
what happens next.

Sad to say, Maidsfell has been ripe for murder for a long 
time. Celebrity chef Jake Trotter and Michelin star–winner 
Morwenna Wells are fierce rivals. Fisherman Will Ivey and 
estate agent Cynthia Beck, agitators who support the Save Our 
Shore initiative, are bitterly opposed by townsfolk convinced 
that new development is their only salvation from the plague 
of Covid-19. The Rev. Judith Abernathy, the curate presiding 
over St. Cuthbert’s while vicar Peder Wolfe dries out in rehab, 
is recently widowed, and Morwenna and Wiccan practitioner 
Sybil Gosling are both mourning daughters, Sybil’s killed by a 
drunk driver, Morwenna’s by a leap from the Fourteen Maidens, 

the cliffside standing stones that had been the village’s sole claim 
to fame. Suddenly, however, the murder of Lord Titus Bodwally, 
the life peer of Revellick House who’s a not-so-silent partner 
in Jake’s restaurant, beckons unwelcome new media attention. 
DCI Tomas Mousse, of the Devon and Cornwall Constabulary, 
urges St. Just, who hasn’t had a published case since Death at the  
lma Mater (2010), to step in. Partnered by Portia, a Cambridge 
don in criminology with a sideline writing detective novels, St. 
Just begins questioning the suspects just as the murderer strikes 
again. The news that Bodwally ate a poisonous fish before he 
was stabbed to death scuttles any hopes that Portia’s latest title, 
No Crime Like the Present, will be prophetic.

Low-key, highly professional work right up to the unmask-
ing of the surprisingly well-hidden killer.

CHLOE CATES IS MISSING
McHugh, Mandy
Scarlet (312 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-61316-268-2  

McHugh’s debut tackles an age-old 
question: What’s a mother to do when 
her daughter, who’s been the star of her 
obsessively curated mommy vlog for 
nearly 10 years, disappears?

Thirteen-year-old Chloe Cates, whom 
the offline world knows as Abigail Scarborough, is the creation of 
Jennifer Cates, nee Jen Groff, whose online production of “CC and 
Me,” nourished by commercial tie-ins and Jennifer’s boundless 
appetite for grooming her daughter for stardom, has finally been 
generating enough income to surpass Jackson Scarborough’s sal-
ary as associate director of his Albany firm’s marketing team. Even 
before she vanishes from her bedroom one night, leaving her win-
dow open and her cellphone behind, Chloe’s carefully fictionalized 
life has been built on papering over her constant resentment of the 
stage mother from hell. And that’s not the only tension that bub-
bles beneath the domestic surface. Chloe’s older brother, JJ, has set 
her up with her own social media accounts as Abigail. Abby’s met 
a boy online who knows nothing of her avatar. Jackson has skel-
etons in his own closet. Even Emilina Stone, the police detective 
assigned to the case, is the last person in the world Jennifer wants 
to see because the two of them share knowledge of a guilty secret 
that goes back to their own school days, gradually revealed in an 
obligatory series of flashbacks. McHugh manages this tangle of 
subplots with practiced efficiency, quickening the pace of dra-
matic, if not exactly surprising, revelations till the final pages.

Never remotely plausible or even original, but a tale guar-
anteed to keep genre fans up till dawn.
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“A purveyor of artisanal bitters gets
tangled up in murder.” 

a dash of death
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SPIRITS AND SMOKE
Miley, Mary
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-7278-5043-0  

Miley’s follow-up to her exciting 
series debut, The Mystic’s Accomplice (2021), 
plunges her intrepid heroine into even 
greater danger in 1924 Chicago.

Maddie Pastore has been doing 
everything she can to support her baby 
ever since her mobbed-up late husband 

Tommaso’s first—and apparently still legal—wife reappeared 
after his murder, claiming Maddie’s house and all her savings. 
She works for a woman calling herself Madame Carlotta Romany, 
the mother of a childhood friend who has established herself as 
a medium, doing the research that enables Carlotta to convince 
her clients she’s the real thing. A new name to investigate is that 
of the late Herman C. Quillen, a victim of alcohol poisoning 
whose brother has made an appointment for a seance. Check-
ing Quillen’s will, Maddie discovers that he was a bank cashier 
whose only siblings were two sisters. When the phony brother 
is thrown out of the seance, trouble follows with the news that 
he’s a mobster looking for stolen money. At first the police are 
uninterested, but Maddie wants to help one of Quillen’s sis-
ters, who’s in dire straits, and teams up with Lloyd Prescott, a 
reporter with connections and moxie. They sense that there’s 
something wrong at the bank where Quillen worked—after 
all, that’s where the money is, or was. Finding the missing cash 
involves Maddie with the mob her husband worked for and 
raises the novel question of how to turn Al Capone down when 
he wants to be godfather to your baby. Maddie will have to out-
smart the mob and a clever thief to survive.

All the colorful characters and historic details from the 
heroine’s debut, fortified by a stronger mystery.

THE BONE CAY
Nellums, Eliza
Crooked Lane (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-64385-844-9  

Nellums plumbs a woman’s obses-
sion with a long-dead poet.

Whimbrel House in Key West, Flor-
ida, was once the home of Isobel Reyes, 
a poet who took her own life in 1918. 
Magda Trudell, the property’s caretaker, 

first discovered Isobel’s poems as a child living with her roving 
musician father, and they proved a decisive influence on her. 
Now she’s devoted her life to burnishing Isobel’s image as she 
strives for a cultural landmark designation for the house. As a 
major hurricane bears down on Florida, Magda decides to ignore 
the evacuation orders to protect the house and the lemurs that 
live in the garden. At first the damage is manageable, but as the 

storm gets worse, a wooden addition catches fire, and Magda is 
almost electrocuted turning off the power sparking the flames. 
Flooding has killed members of both her own family and Iso-
bel’s, and she fears she may be the next victim. When the gift 
shop collapses, it reveals a buried cistern in which Magda finds 
a trunk. After laboriously moving the most precious artifacts to 
the second floor, she returns to explore the trunk and discovers 
the skeleton of a woman, some boots, and a spent bullet. The 
sudden arrival of a boat carrying the estate’s handyman and his 
pregnant daughter is far from the blessing it first appears. As 
Magda explores the mystery of the bones, she also uncovers 
secrets the handyman will kill to keep hidden.

A complex, unusual mystery combines obsession, determi-
nation, and danger swirling in the midst of a life-threatening 
storm.

GONE MISSIN’
Peden, Peggy O’Neal
Severn House (192 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-7278-5084-3  

The disappearance of a wealthy 
young Nashville socialite puzzles the 
woman who’s booked all her trips but 
this one.

Travel agent Campbell Hale isn’t a 
close friend of Bitsy Carter, but she’s 

planned all her vacations, and she respects and admires the young 
mother. So she thinks it odd that Bitsy came in on Campbell’s 
regular day off and asked another agent to book her tickets to 
Mexico. It’s only when the police arrive weeks later asking about 
Bitsy, who’s gone missing from a luxury spa resort, that Campbell 
gets involved. Detective Sam Davis, whom Campbell met when 
she was involved in another murder and occasionally dates, asks 
for Bitsy’s travel information. The ever curious Campbell can’t 
resist snooping. She doesn’t get many answers, but she does spot 
a picture of Bitsy on the website of a sport fishing company—so, 
naturally, she decides to go to Mexico herself to see what she 
can learn. She asks Sam to join her, and they share a suite at the 
spa, whose workers are polite but uninformative. The boat cap-
tain doesn’t have much to say either, but an accident that befalls 
Campbell while she’s aboard arouses her suspicions. Back in 
Nashville, Campbell wonders about Bitsy’s stepfather, who has 
money problems, and her husband, who has a reputation as a 
cheater. When the children’s nanny dies in another suspicious 
accident, Campbell courts danger to find a killer.

Will the clever, reckless heroine’s relationship with the detec-
tive survive her resistance to warnings of danger? Stay tuned.



THE MURDER DANCE
Rayne, Sarah
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-7278-5012-6  

A neglected Elizabethan manor house 
harbors a horrific history of bacchanalian 
excess—and ritualistic homicide.

Once he gets over being gobsmacked 
by the news that he’s inherited The 
Tabor, a “house that no one in [his] family 

seemed ever to have seen, and that most of them said was only 
a legend,” Quentin Rivers’ second thought is how to break this 
news to his delicate cousin, Zillah, whom he’s conscientiously 
protected since both were orphaned decades ago. Zillah has 
secretly chafed under Quentin’s strict protection and jealousy 
and has banked her future on the promise of inheriting The 
Tabor in order to escape him. She also knows the dark history 
of the house, which she desperately hopes Quentin never learns. 
Enter music researcher Phineas Fox, whose girlfriend, publi-
cist Arabella Tallis, Quentin has asked to advise him on his plan 
to turn The Tabor into a restaurant and tourist attraction. In 
short order, Phin has discovered ominous legends surrounding 
The Tabor involving something called the Murder Dance. As in 
her previous Phineas Fox novels, Rayne interweaves narratives 
from the past with the contemporary plot. The diary of the 
charismatic seducer Greenberry and the journal of voluptuous 
Rosalind Rivers, whose portrait still adorns The Tabor—both 
written around 1600—nicely counterpoint the affectionate 
banter and genuine chemistry of Phin and Arabella. References 
to Chaucer, Dickens, Shakespeare, etc. enliven the narrative. 
The unpredictability of the eerie, waiflike Zillah adds an addi-
tional layer of suspense.

A fascinating history is folded into a spectral mystery.

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

EVEN GREATER 
MISTAKES 
Stories
Anders, Charlie Jane
Tor (352 pp.) 
$23.49  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-250-76650-2  

Novelist Anders showcases the roots 
of her fiction with this wide-ranging set 
of short stories.

Although there are no stories original to this collection, 
there are plenty of delights for Anders’ fans and those new to 
her writing, including the darkly frenetic, apocalyptic novella 
Rock Manning Goes for Broke (published as a stand-alone in 2018) 
and stories set in the worlds of her novels All the Birds in the Sky 
(2016) and The City in the Middle of the Night (2019). The mood 
of these works runs the gamut from the outrageously silly (the 
title “Fairy Werewolf vs. Vampire Zombie” tells you almost 
everything you need to know except for the climactic karaoke 
battle) to exuberant (unearthly beings fulfill a lonely trans girl’s 
wish in an unexpected and beautiful way in “The Visitmothers”) 
to mournful tinged with hope (“Rat Catcher’s Yellows” con-
cerns an online adventure game providing an unusual outlet for 
people suffering from early-onset dementia) to depressed and 
angrily frustrated (“Ghost Champagne” features an aspiring 
comedian haunted by her own ghost) to utterly wrenching (a 
trans woman resists a puritanical corporation’s gruesomely inva-
sive attempt to “fix” her in “Don’t Press Charges and I Won’t 
Sue,” which was also selected for The Best American Science Fic-
tion and Fantasy 2018). Anders also explores the relationships of 
(literally) out-of-sync couples, such as in  the Hugo Award–win-
ning novelette Six Months, Three Days, in which the two psychic 
participants have diametrically and tragically opposed ways of 
seeing the future, and “Power Couple,” in which two ambitious 
people believe cryonics will help them balance their personal 
and professional lives. Some stories seem to be sheer “what-if ” 
exercises—always a fruitful jumping-off point for SF—but the 
fully developed characters who carry out these thought experi-
ments prevent these tales from becoming clinical, as they might 
in the hands of other writers.

An essential Anders treasury.

r o m a n c e

SOMEONE PERFECT
Balogh, Mary
Berkley (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Nov. 30, 2021
978-0-593335-29-1  

An unlikely couple is brought 
together by their similar experiences of 
flawed parents in this Regency romance 
that’s adjacent to Balogh’s Westcott fam-
ily series.

Lady Estelle Lamarr is content with 
a life involving her twin brother and their foster parents and 
cousins now that she and her sibling have reconciled with their 
once-absentee father, the Marquess of Dorchester. If she thinks 
of marriage, it’s with someone who has a blithe spirit. When 
a chance encounter with a dour man on a horse shakes her up, 
she shrugs it off only to encounter him again at a neighboring 

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   s c i e n c e  f i c t i o n  &  f a n t a s y   |   r o m a n c e   |   1  n o v e m b e r  2 0 2 1   |   3 7

“A fascinating history is folded into a spectral mystery.” 
the murder dance

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



3 8   |   1  n o v e m b e r  2 0 2 1   |   f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

friend’s home—he is Justin Wiley, the mysterious Earl of Bran-
don. Justin has braved the suspicions and innuendos of high 
society after disappearing for years and then, upon inheriting 
his title, banishing his stepmother and half sister, Maria, to a 
smaller estate. With the dowager countess now dead, he wants 
to ensconce Maria in society and begins by bringing her back 
to their ancestral seat. Neither Maria nor her friend Estelle 
are happy with this turn of events, but Maria consents to the 
journey, with Estelle and her brother going along as moral sup-
port. Initially convinced of Justin’s boorishness and arrogance, 
Estelle reluctantly realizes that Justin is a kind, private man 
who loves his sister. As more family members congregate, she 
guesses at the secret that has kept him away and falls in love 
with his imperfections and virtues. Many of Balogh’s strengths 
are on display here—there’s family drama staged in a nostalgic 
Regency country-house culture; the characters’ inner selves are 
carefully revealed through their actions; the reluctant attraction 
between Estelle and Justin crests as their surface incompatibili-
ties fade; and there’s a series of scenes peopled by a wholesome 
supporting cast. The off notes come from two missteps similar 
to those she has made in other recent novels: There’s a villain-
ous portrait of a woman, which feels retrograde, and a senti-
mental stereotype of a developmentally disabled character who 
largely functions to testify to Justin’s goodness. 

A poignant look at family lost and love regained.

LOVE AT FIRST SPITE
Collins, Anna E.
Graydon House (320 pp.) 
$14.49 paper  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-525-89979-9  

An interior designer builds a “spite 
house” to get revenge on her cheating 
ex…but falls for the grumpy architect 
who’s helping her design it.

Dani Porter’s happily-ever-after 
imploded when she found out her fiance, 

Sam, cheated on her a month before their wedding—with 
their realtor. Dani can’t seem to move on until she realizes that 
the lot next to Sam’s house—her former home—is still for sale. 
With the help of her BFF/cousin, Mia, and her new landlady, 
Iris, she pulls together enough money to buy the lot and start 
construction on the Spite House, an Airbnb that will block 
Sam’s view and remind him of her every time he looks out 
the window. The only problem is that Dani barely has enough 
money to cover the build, and she needs to find an architect 
on the cheap. Enter Wyatt Montego, a gruff architect at her 
firm who strikes fear into the hearts of their co-workers and 
has even been known to make them cry. As they get to know 
each other, Dani realizes that Wyatt’s standoffish personality 
is hiding his vulnerability—but will he ever open himself up 
to her? And can Dani ever give up on her revenge scheme and 
let go of the past so she can have a future with Wyatt? Dani 
and Wyatt have loads of chemistry, and Collins ratchets up the 
sexual tension as they get to know each other, although the 

story loses some steam in the middle when they hit numerous 
roadblocks that are largely created by a lack of communica-
tion. Still, they’re an engaging couple, and the side characters 
are entertaining (particularly Iris, a delightfully eccentric 
widow who supports Dani with humor and wisdom). Dani’s 
struggles to get over her ex are believable, and Wyatt is the 
perfect grumpy romance hero with a heart of gold.

An enemies-to-friends-to-lovers story that’s sure to 
delight rom-com fans.

LOVE & OTHER 
DISASTERS 
Kelly, Anita
Forever (384 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-5387-5484-9  

On the set of a popular cooking com-
petition show, two contestants attempt 
to conquer challenges of the heart as well 
as the kitchen.

Dahlia Woodson doesn’t know 
what she wants in life; she’s been feeling aimless since she got 
divorced, not just personally, but professionally too. Entering 
Chef ’s Special, a competition for amateur chefs, is basically a last-
ditch attempt to revamp herself, but she gets off to a shaky start 
by literally walking into one of her fellow contestants on the 
first day of filming. Dahlia is really the last thing on London 
Parker’s mind, though. As the first out nonbinary contestant on 
the show, they’ve got enough pressure on their shoulders, not to 
mention online trolls. It’s easier to shut out the internet once 
the cameras are rolling and London finds themself distracted by 
Dahlia’s seemingly limitless energy and her never-ending waves 
of black hair. As time passes and both Dahlia and London con-
tinue to make it through each week of competition, the stakes 
keep getting higher on Chef ’s Special—but it’s also the perfect 
backdrop for the two of them to start falling in love. Dahlia’s 
exuberance serves as the perfect complement to London’s ini-
tially taciturn demeanor, and the story is a consummate case of 
opposites who do more than just attract: They bring out the 
best in each other. Kelly’s novel illustrates the truth that love 
calls for vulnerability from both parties—not merely in express-
ing honest feelings, but in accepting the other person for exactly 
who they are without limits. Kelly will whet your appetite from 
the first page, capping off the wonderful feast with the absolute 
sweetest of happy-ever-afters.

A delectable queer romance.



WEATHER GIRL
Solomon, Rachel Lynn
Berkley (352 pp.) 
$14.49 paper  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-593200-14-8  

Co-workers scheme to get their 
bosses back together, falling for each 
other in the process.

Ari Abrams dreamed of being a mete-
orologist as a child, when she escaped 
from her mother’s stormy moods by 

watching Torrance Hale deliver the forecast on the evening 
news. Now 27, Ari covers the weather for local Seattle station 
KSEA 6, a dream come true. Having Torrance as her boss? 
The icing on the cake. At least, she thought it would be when 
she started the job three years ago. But KSEA 6 director Seth 
Hasegawa Hale is Torrance’s ex-husband, and the two of them 
are at each other’s throats so often that it’s made the atmo-
sphere at the station perpetually overcast, leaving Torrance far 
too distracted to spend much time mentoring Ari. After Tor-
rance and Seth cause a particularly dramatic scene at the sta-
tion’s holiday party, Ari and sports reporter Russell Barringer 
bond over booze and their shared desire for better working 
conditions. They hatch a plan to turn their bosses’ passion from 
hate back to love through forced proximity—couples’ mas-
sages, dance classes, dinners—and in the process find their own 
friendship becoming much more. But Ari’s desire to keep her 
depression diagnosis hidden, along with Russell’s complicated 
home life, might put the kibosh on their burgeoning romance. 
The relationship between Ari and Russell is the main driver of 
the plot, but their connection is slightly underdeveloped. Their 
three years as co-workers are mostly unexplored, so the journey 
from friends to crushes to lovers feels rushed. But with a cast 
of interesting characters, sensitively explored topics of mental 
health and family dynamics, and enough steamy scenes to fog 
up the Seattle skyline, readers will no doubt be satisfied.

The forecast predicts a 100% chance of heartfelt rom-com 
charm.

THE ROUGHEST DRAFT
Wibberley, Emily & Austin 
Siegemund-Broka
Berkley (336 pp.) 
$14.49 paper  |  Jan. 25, 2022
978-0-593201-93-0  

Famous co-writers who had a major 
falling out team up for a new novel and 
dredge up past feelings.

Shortly after meeting each other at a 
writers’ workshop, Katrina Freeling and 

Nathan Van Huysen decided to join forces. A novel they wrote 
about an affair became wildly popular, but they’ve refused to 
work together again for reasons they won’t reveal. Nathan got 
divorced around the same time the book came out, leading to 

rumors and speculation about the relationship between the co-
writers. Now, three years later, Nathan’s new solo book is under-
performing, and Chris, Katrina’s fiance and agent, is pushing her 
to return to writing. Nathan and Katrina are under contract for 
one more book, so they agree to spend a few months together 
in a house in Florida and get it written. The rift between them 
is not easily repaired, but as they find a flow in their work, their 
friendship blossoms once more. As more feelings return, they 
have to confront what tore them apart the first time. The 
story alternates between past and present and shifts between 
Katrina’s and Nathan’s perspectives. Everything is written in 
first-person, present-tense, which gives the book a feeling of 
momentum and immediacy but doesn’t lend itself to any differ-
entiation in the narrative threads. The writing is beautiful, with 
many poetic musings, and the emotions throughout are rich 
and complex. The characters don’t feel fully drawn, however, 
making some of their actions unbelievable, seeming like they’re 
happening just for the plot. The reveal of the big conflict from 
the past is underwhelming, and the ending drags.

Pretty prose but not entirely satisfying.
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nonfiction
GO BACK TO WHERE YOU 
CAME FROM
And Other Helpful 
Recommendations on How To 
Become American
Ali, Wajahat
Norton (256 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jan. 25, 2022
978-0-393-86797-8  

A Pakistani American journalist, play-
wright, and activist uses his personal his-

tory as a tool to analyze how America’s relationship with Muslims, 
immigrants, and people of color has developed since the 1980s.

Born to Pakistani parents, Ali grew up in a loving, multi-
generational Muslim home in the Bay Area. The author’s idyl-
lic life abruptly shifted when he was in college because of two 
earth-shattering events. The first was 9/11, which instantly 
transformed him into “an accidental activist, a global represen-
tative of 1.8 billion Muslims worldwide and a walking Wikipedia 
of 1,400 years of all things Islam.” During this time, Ali and his 
fellow Muslim Student Association board members organized a 
series of events designed to combat Islamophobia on campus—
events that, unwittingly, kick-started Ali’s career in media. Soon 
after, Ali’s family suffered a more personal tragedy when his par-
ents were incarcerated for their alleged role in a wire and mail 
fraud scheme—though they “had nothing to do with the piracy 
ring itself.” Ali credits the following two decades of struggle for 
his family’s politicization and his eventual career as a successful 
playwright and essayist focused on writing a new story for his 
unfairly maligned community. The author’s views on racism and 
Islamophobia are deeply researched, nuanced, and clear, and he 
is adept at weaving these ideas into his life story organically and 
without pretense. His conversational voice renders even the 
most complex concepts a pleasure to read. The only exception 
is the set of chapters on his family’s incarceration. Tonally, these 
read quite differently than the rest of the book, perhaps due 
to the highly emotional nature of the material. While Ali struc-
tures the chapters as a series of tips about how to be American, 
what truly unifies his story is his vulnerability in sharing some of 
the most intimate and painful moments of his life.

A Pakistani American memoir that shines with passion, 
intelligence, and humor.
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THE IMPOSSIBLE ART 
Adventures in Opera
Aucoin, Matthew
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-374-17538-2  

An opera composer shares his love 
for “this maddening, outlandish, impos-
sible art form.”

Aucoin, a MacArthur fellow and the 
composer of operas about Walt Whit-

man and the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice, fell in love with 
the art form while growing up in suburban Boston during the 
1990s and early 2000s. In this exceptional book, he describes 
what he calls opera’s impossibility, “the unattainability of its 
attempt to gather every artistic medium and every human sense 
into a single unified experience.” He offers “a practitioner’s 
view” of opera in essays that “draw extensively on my experi-
ence as composer, conductor, pianist, and vocal coach.” His pas-
sion is evident in every chapter, starting with an introduction 
on opera’s basic ingredients, including “the most primal human 
needs: song and narrative.” From there, he offers learned read-
ings of earlier works about the Orpheus myth; Stravinsky’s The 
Rake’s Progress; Verdi’s three Shakespeare operas; and two con-
temporary operas that give him hope for the genre’s future: 
Thomas Adès’ The Exterminating Angel and Chaya Czernowin’s 
Heart Chamber. Also included are chapters on the inspirations 
for his own operas, including Walt Whitman’s Civil War diaries 
and the Eurydice play by Sarah Ruhl that “retells the Orpheus 
and Eurydice myth through the eyes of its heroine.” Aucoin 
has a gift for accessible writing that mixes technical detail with 
descriptions that make the material unintimidating, as when 
he approvingly notes W.H. Auden’s “ready-for-RuPaul’s-Drag-
Race affronts to good taste” in his libretto for The Rake’s Progres-
sor when he writes that Marc-Antoine Charpentier’s La descente 
d ’Orphée aux enfers has harmonies that “might have struck a 
seventeenth-century audience as twangingly dissonant, but to 
modern ears the whole thing sounds positively groovy…the 
Beach Boys on the shores of Hell.” The author is often clever, as 
when he justifies barely mentioning Wagner in this book: “That 
guy gets enough airtime elsewhere.”

An inspirational trip through highlights of 400 years of 
opera.

THE VANISHED COLLECTION
Baer de Perignon, Pauline
Trans. by Natasha Lehrer
New Vessel Press (256 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-939931-98-6  

Memoir of a quest to recover artwork 
seized by the Nazis in occupied France.

During an unexpected encounter 
with her cousin Andrew Strauss, whom 

Baer de Perignon hadn’t seen for years, their conversation 
turned to the art collection owned by their great-grandfather 
Jules Strauss, a prominent Jewish art collector who was living 
in France during World War II. Andrew suggested that their 
great-grandfather’s collection, which included works by world-
renowned impressionist artists such as Renoir, Monet, and 
Degas, was stolen by the Nazis rather than sold in 1932, as indi-
cated by the auction catalog. Andrew’s comments prompted the 
author to begin an investigation into the life and collection of 
Strauss, which she knew very little about. “Andrew’s words,” she 
writes, “sent my mind tumbling down a rabbit hole: I couldn’t 
tell if the effect was pleasant, bizarre, or anxiety-inducing….The 
fragments of family history Andrew evoked were profoundly 
unsettling.” Her sleuthing soon turned into an obsession, as 
she spent almost every day researching museum archives and 
talking with the few remaining family members alive during 
the occupation as well as with museum curators and other art 
experts. She even visited a medium during her quest to learn 
more. Because Baer de Perignon didn’t know much about buy-
ing and selling art, despite many of her family members being 
in the business, her journey was even more difficult, and her 
questions led to even more questions. The author’s quest is 
undeniably intriguing, bringing to light the struggles that many 
Jewish families have endured—and continue to endure—in 
their attempts to reclaim artwork and other items taken by the 
Nazis. Some readers may find the often combative dynamics 
among the author’s family off-putting, and the prose is occa-
sionally stilted; still, the story is memorable and often moving.

A fascinating journey to uncover lost family secrets—and 
treasure.

IN PURSUIT 
OF JEFFERSON 
Traveling Through 
Europe With the Most 
Perplexing Founding Father
Baxter, Derek
Sourcebooks (400 pp.) 
$27.99  |  March 1, 2022
978-1-72822-538-8  

This jaunty, inventive approach to an 
old question—who was Thomas Jeffer-

son?—turns out to be a wise, readable, and altogether satisfying work.
In his first book, Baxter relates his numerous European 

journeys following in Jefferson’s footsteps, guided by the Vir-
ginian’s little-known 1788 book, Hints to Americans Traveling in 
Europe. Accompanied by his wife and children, the author trav-
eled through England and much of Western Europe. Voraciously 
curious, he visited farms, vineyards, and towns while observing, 
among other things, architecture, cheese making, and viticul-
ture, all with the engaging ingenuousness of a youngster. Baxter 
also unhesitatingly departed from Jefferson’s Hints to follow 
his guide’s itineraries in the eastern U.S. Open to everything, 
the author remained full of good humor—until, with grow-
ing discomfort, he realized that the life and ease of his guide 

“This jaunty, inventive approach to an old question—who 
was Thomas Jefferson?—turns out to be a wise, readable, 

and altogether satisfying work.” 
in pursuit of jefferson



When it comes to capturing the 
kaleidoscopic perspectives involved 
in the creation of a film or TV show, 
there aren’t many narrative struc-
tures that can beat the oral biogra-
phy. When properly stitched togeth-
er, with just enough contextual ma-
terial interwoven by the author or 
editor, it demonstrates the essence 
of what makes a particular show or 
movie tick. Not to mention that it’s 

the most democratic of formats; everyone gets their say. 
This November, I’m excited to share entertaining bios of 
three of my favorite shows of all time.

First, we travel to Scran-
ton, Pennsylvania, to visit ev-
eryone’s favorite fictional 
paper company. Welcome to 
Dunder Mifflin: The Ultimate 
Oral His tory of The Office 
(Custom House/Morrow, Nov. 
16)—a collaboration between 
Brian Baumgartner, who 
played Kevin Malone on the 
show, and executive producer 
Ben Silverman—delivers the 
goods for any devotee of The 
Office. In a starred review, we call it “a true insider’s guide 
filled with sweet surprises for fans and the brainy charm 
to make new ones.” It’s a gold mine for uber-fans, but it’s 
also deeper and more thoughtful than many other por-
traits of popular TV shows. As our reviewer notes, “the 
contributors discuss their wide-ranging influences, in-
cluding Molière, Aristophanes’ The Frogs, the visual style 
of Survivor, and the comedic timing of King of the Hill. 
They also discuss the agonizing decision-making process-
es behind the show’s major moments.” (Anyone who can’t 
get enough of Michael, Dwight, Jim, Pam, and the gang 
should also check out Andy Greene’s The Office.)

Aside from The Office and perhaps Parks and Recre-
ation, no other network TV show was as funny or clever 
as 30 Rock, the sui generis Tina Fey creation that boasted 
one of the most well-assembled casts in recent memory. 
In The 30 Rock Book: Inside the Iconic Show, From Blerg to 
EGOT (Abrams, Nov. 30), Mike Roe, an entertainment 
editor and producer, opens the vault. According to our 
review, the author demonstrates “the ratings-challenged 
show’s struggle to stay on the air, even with a star-stud-
ded cast, including Fey, Alec Baldwin, and Tracy Morgan, 

and the support of powerful Sat-
urday Night Live honcho Lorne 
Michaels.” It’s a well-balanced 
take on a show that had plenty 
of ups and downs; as our review-
er writes, “Calling out the show’s 
issues makes the overwhelming 
praise throughout the book that 
much more believable.” While 
some of the author’s material is 
recycled from DVD commen-
taries and other sources, this 

“studious examination effective-
ly details the brilliance—and blemishes—of an entertain-
ment gem.”

Few dispute that the era of so-called “prestige TV” be-
gan with The Sopranos, David Chase’s pitch-perfect depic-
tion of a mob family in New Jersey. Woke Up This Morn-
ing: The Definitive Oral History of The Sopranos (Mor-
row/HarperCollins, Nov. 2) is a collaboration between 
actors Michael Imperioli, who 
played Christopher Moltisanti 
on the HBO crime drama, and 
Steve Schirripa (Bobby Bac-
calieri). During the pandemic, 
the authors watched all 86 epi-
sodes in order to dissect the se-
ries with the cast and crew. It’s 
a thorough dissection, provid-
ing debate fodder for any fan—
not to mention revelations on 
nearly every page—e.g., “that 
Michael Rispoli, who played 
Jackie Aprile, and Steven Van 
Zandt, who played Silvio Dante, 
were both in the running for the role of Tony Soprano. 
James Gandolfini eventually won that role, and it’s hard 
to imagine anyone else in it. On that note, as the authors 
write, ‘Can you imagine The Sopranos with Lorraine Brac-
co as Carmela, instead of Edie Falco? Turns out that very 
easily could have happened.’ Bracco, though, opted to 
play Jennifer Melfi, the psychiatrist, by virtue of the fact 
that she represented an intelligent Italian woman, alto-
gether too rare in film and TV portrayals.”

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction editor.

NONFICTION  |  Eric Liebetrau

Landmark TV on the Page

Leah O
verstreet
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and hero was at every turn built on slavery. Consequently, this 
often chatty, light-spirited book about a citizen scientist turns 
into a somber reflection on the contradiction at the heart of 
American history. Readers shouldn’t expect the measured grav-
ity of the Odyssey or the bite of Paul Theroux’s travelogues. This 
is travel writing in a different mode: chatty, sometimes corny, 
unfailingly warmhearted. Baxter’s earnestness, most evident in 
his encounters with the people that he met along the way, was 
always grounded in a serious purpose—to see and learn what 
Jefferson saw and learned. The author also takes on another 
aim: to figure out how to make sense in the early 21st century of 
a slaveholding author who wrote a world-historical testament 
to freedom. Here, Baxter, his easy nature sobered, is at his hon-
est and most candid best. What’s particularly refreshing is that 
he captures his own amateur historian’s growth in knowledge, 
then in confusion, and finally in rueful, disenthralled acknowl-
edgement of the inconsistencies, hypocrisy, blindness, and self-
ishness that existed side by side with Jefferson’s greatness.

An unusually pleasing and affecting guide to Europe 
through the eyes of two tourists separated by more than 230 
years.

TRAPPED IN THE 
PRESENT TENSE
Meditations on 
American Memory
Brooks, Colette
Counterpoint (240 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-64009-332-4  

Rescuing the past to inform the 
present.

Lamenting a culture “prone to for-
getfulness” and characterized by rapidly accelerating events, 
Brooks asserts the need to frame experience in history. “The 
most useful formulation going forward,” she writes, “may be a 
phrase, just four words, easy to remember when all the details 
have disappeared. It will likely as not apply to almost any 
conceivable contingency.” Those words: “Here we go again.” 
Considering the apparent eruption of gun violence, for exam-
ple, Brooks notes that the nearly 2,000 mass shootings that 
occurred in the U.S. between 2014 to 2019 emerged from a 
nation beset by violence and awash in guns even since its earliest 
days. In 1966—three years after the JFK assassination and with 
scenes of the Vietnam War widely televised—Charles Whit-
man, a 25-year-old architectural engineering student, climbed a 
tower at the University of Texas and enacted the first modern 
mass shooting, killing 16 and wounding 23. Therefore, writes 
the author, subsequent mass shooting—Virginia Tech, Sandy 
Hook, Parkland, Columbine, Las Vegas—may not have been 
as random as they seemed. As Brooks excavates the past, she 
considers the changing natures of secrecy and privacy as well 
as the impetus to self-disclosure that has impelled obsessive 
diarists for generations. She looks at the ubiquity of data collec-
tion, asking what statistics reveal and what they hide. Although 

thousands of snapshots amassed on smartphones record “fitful 
movements of memory,” neither data nor snapshots, Brooks 
believes, can capture the fullness of stories: Only stories can 
keep the past from becoming “an abstraction.” “As oblivion 
approaches,” she writes, “it may be time to go old school, to tell 
stories that slow the acceleration down, to practice acts of true 
attention. In this way, we might keep alive one of the only old 
questions that still matters: How did all this happen?”

A digressive, lyrical meditation on the meaning of memory.
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ALWAYS REMEMBER 
YOUR NAME
A True Story of Family and 
Survival in Auschwitz
Bucci, Andra & Tatiana Bucci
Trans. by Ann Goldstein
Astra House (190 pp.) 
$23.00  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-66260-071-5  

Two survivors of the Holocaust offer 
a dual-voiced account of their concentra-

tion camp experiences and their lives afterward.
The Bucci sisters spent their early lives in Fiume, an Italian 

city taken over by Croatia at the end of World War II. In this 
shared memoir, the authors bear witness to the nine months 
(April 1944 to January 1945) they spent at Auschwitz. They were 
6 and 4 when they were first separated from their family. Their 
fate was unusual, since most children were killed on arrival. 
But as translator Goldstein speculates in her note, because 

they looked almost identical, they may have appealed to Josef 
Mengele, who experimented on twins. The Buccis attribute 
their survival in the camp to the unexpected kindness of an oth-
erwise cruel female prison guard who gave them extra food and 
unexpected gifts. “We don’t know the reason,” write the authors, 

“but it’s precisely her care for us that later saved our lives.” After 
liberation, the two were sent for one year to Prague and then to 
a group home for child Holocaust survivors run by a woman who 
trained under child psychologist Anna Freud. The woman later 
found the girls’ parents, both of whom had survived imprison-
ment but in postwar years had been forced to move to Trieste to 
retain Italian citizenship. Their mother pushed them to “grow 
up as Catholics” to protect them from harm, but the girls held 
fast to Judaism. That decision formed the bedrock of the com-
mitment they developed as older women to forgo forgetfulness 
of the past and tell their story. Written in the simple, direct 
language of witness and accompanied throughout by family 
photographs, this poignant story celebrates human resilience 
and warns readers living in an increasingly divided and chaotic 
world to beware the “monsters” created by “the sleep of reason.”

Historically significant firsthand documentation from the 
20th century’s darkest period.

GUNFIGHT
My Battle Against the 
Industry That Radicalized 
America
Busse, Ryan
PublicAffairs (352 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-5417-6873-4  

Startling insider’s account of how 
the firearms industry struck a Faustian 
bargain with extremism for profit.

With some anguish but also precision and wit, Busse fuses 
business history with memoir in this unsparing examination of 
American gun culture’s devolution. “I am responsible for selling 
millions of guns…[yet] I detested everything about the Trump-
driven boom, which meant that my entire livelihood was a con-
tradiction,” he writes. The author is aware of how the role of 
firearms in society has mutated, starting with its importance 
to rural life, central to his childhood on a Kansas ranch. The 
scrappy camaraderie of the industry seemed appealing when 
he joined Kimber, a struggling company focused on high-end 
pistols, but his enthusiasm waned as the industry embraced the 
AR-15 rifle and post–9/11 conspiracy theories (alongside rising 
sales). Busse emphasizes how legal and social codes regarding 
gun ownership have eroded in the era of mass shootings and 
open carry aggressiveness. This process accelerated in the 1990s 
in response to the Brady Bill, assault weapons ban, and market 
fluctuations, which showed gun executives that weapons sales 
could be amplified in response to politics. Busse positions the 
National Rifle Association as central to this, developing their 
now-familiar political strategy of ideological purity, while “no 
industry professional wanted to believe that the main driver of 

“Historically significant firsthand documentation 
from the 20th century’s darkest period.” 

always remember your name



our business was anything but genius.” He terms the gradual 
result “a powerful political machine radicalizing our nation.” 
For years, the author was a lonely voice in a tightknit industry: 

“I thought I could keep the industry from changing, and then I 
spent years fighting to hold a battle line within it.” Busse por-
trays his years in the industry lucidly, and his anger regarding 
its wrong turns and destructive influence seems genuine. “Our 
country had arrived at the point where military guns were the 
symbols of an entire political movement,” he writes.

Sure to elicit controversy, this is a worthwhile addition to a 
volatile, necessary discussion.

REALITY+
Virtual Worlds and the 
Problems of Philosophy
Chalmers, David J.
Norton (528 pp.) 
$32.50  |  Jan. 25, 2022
978-0-393-63580-5  

A survey of the history and future of 
philosophy for the digital age.

Following the massive success of 
The Matrix, the film received considered 

analyses from many big-name philosophers. Among these was 
Chalmers, whose academic paper “The Matrix as Metaphysics” 
is one of the high-water marks of the field. That article initi-
ated the author into the philosophy of virtual reality, a subject 
to which he returns in this ambitious and encyclopedic attempt 
to think through seemingly all of philosophy in light of increas-
ingly rapid technological implications. To his credit, Chalmers, 
the co-director of the Center for Mind, Brain and Conscious-
ness at NYU, injects new life into old philosophical problems 
via “technophilosophy,” a “combination of (1) asking philo-
sophical questions about technology and (2) using technology 
to help answer traditional philosophical questions.” Arguments 
for God, the external world, utilitarianism, and many other con-
cepts must be revisited if we take seriously the possibility that 
we could be living in a simulation. This is an emphatically con-
temporary work, and Chalmers seems overly enamored with the 
virtual; his speculation often reads like celebration. Advancing 
his view that the virtual is actually real, he writes, “artificiality 
of an environment is no bar to value. It’s true that some people 
value a natural environment, but this seems an optional value, 
and not one that makes the difference between a valuable and 
a valueless life.” The book is overstuffed with data of varying 
relevance—e.g., what percentage of professional philosophers 
holds which position, as if such numbers meant anything more 
than what is currently in fashion—and the author’s perambula-
tions may appeal more to computer coders than philosophers. 
Oddly, Chalmers seems to assume that readers are largely unfa-
miliar with the foundations of philosophy and, at the same time, 
are deeply interested in what technology means for philosophy.

A book that proposes a philosophical revolution but offers 
mostly fun thought experiments.

A DIARY OF THE 
PLAGUE YEAR 
An Illustrated 
Chronicle of 2020
Engler, Elise
Illus. by the author
Metropolitan/Henry Holt (304 pp.) 
$32.00  |  Nov. 23, 2021
978-1-250-82469-1  

An artist chronicles the headlines of an extraordinarily 
tumultuous year.

As Engler explains in the introduction, she had never 
imagined her work would find her bearing witness to such 
momentous upheaval. “I painted the day’s headlines,” she 
writes, “making a picture of the first few news items I heard 
emitting from my wooden bedside radio when I woke up each 
morning.” For much of her career, she writes, “my art had been 
about depicting the mundane or ordinary to create a big pic-
ture, working from the small and intimate to arrive at a greater 
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whole.” Yet 2020 would confound everyone’s expectations, and 
revisiting it through Engler’s vivid drawings and sharp memo-
ries is enough to give anyone whiplash. The impeachment tri-
als and the presidential campaigning dominated the news at 
the beginning of 2020, with the threat of pandemic barely a 
whisper. Even as that threat accelerated, there were countless 
mixed messages in the media, as the virus spread from China 
across the world, with concentrated outbreaks in New York 
and elsewhere around the country. By the end of March, the 
U.S. led the world in cases. A full month later, with the country 
in various states of shutdown, the same news cycle showed Dr. 
Anthony Fauci warning of worse to come in the fall and Jared 
Kushner hailing the administration’s containment of the virus 
as “a great success.” The author goes on to depict the murder 
of George Floyd, the rise of Black Lives Matter and nationwide 
protests, Trump and other associates testing positive, and the 
chaotic presidential election. The book ends with Joe Biden’s 
inauguration. Throughout, Engler combines the sharp eye of 
an editorial caricaturist with the vibrant color of a portraitist, 
and the energy of the artwork underscores the sense of urgency 

in the day’s news. The accompanying text has a matter-of-fact 
tone that belies the powerful underlying sense that so much has 
gone seriously awry.

A dynamic artistic rendering of chaos survived—at least 
so far.

MANIFESTO 
On Never Giving Up
Evaristo, Bernardine
Grove (224 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-0-8021-5890-1  

The award-winning author of Girl, 
Woman, Other generously shares her path-
way to success in this nonfiction debut.

“You need the early knock-backs to 
develop the resilience that will make 

you unstoppable,” writes Evaristo, who was raised in a working-
class family in South London, one of eight children born to a 
Nigerian father and a White Catholic mother. Some of her early 
knock-backs involved attacks on her family home by neigh-
borhood racists. These attacks and other injustices cemented 
young Evaristo’s outsider status, which in turn fueled her relent-
less creative spirit. At age 60, she won the Booker Prize for her 
novel Girl, Woman, Other, the first Black woman and first Black 
British person to win the coveted award in its 50-year history, 
and the book was hailed as a favorite by Barack Obama and 
Roxane Gay. Here, Evaristo details the journey between her 
fraught beginnings and her career triumphs, and the result is 
part memoir and part meditation on determination, creativity, 
and activism. She writes with welcome candor and clarity about 
her biracial heritage, her fledgling early career in theater, and 
her rocky romantic relationships with both men and women. 
The author’s passion and commitment to community especially 
shine through in her guidance to writers at all levels about the 
importance of envisioning the best outcomes for themselves 
and for their work—and protecting themselves from naysay-
ers. “Creativity circulates freely in our imaginations, waiting for 
us to tap into it. It must not be bound by rules or censorship, 
yet we should not ignore its socio-political contexts.” Evaristo 
inspires while keeping it real, deftly avoiding the sentimentality 
and vagueness that too often plague advice books. She lays bare 
the nuts and bolts of her writing process; pushes back against 
sexism, racism, and ageism; and imparts her hard-won wisdom 
unapologetically and with refreshing nuance.

A beautiful ode to determination and daring and an inti-
mate look at one of our finest writers.

“A beautiful ode to determination and daring and an 
intimate look at one of our finest writers.” 

manifesto



CITIZEN CASH 
The Political Life and 
Times of Johnny Cash
Foley, Michael Stewart
Basic (352 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-5416-9957-1  

Rather than a conventional biogra-
phy, cultural historian Foley digs deep 
into the political views of the iconic 
musician.

Johnny Cash (1932-2003) rarely shied away from discussing 
politics. In fact, he devoted much of his musical career to spot-
lighting issues faced by minorities and other groups that he felt 
were underrepresented. However, as the author demonstrates, 
Cash was often misunderstood. At times, his views appeared 
incongruent to members of his audience, such as when he 
paid tribute to Confederate soldiers and endorsed equality for 
Black Americans in the same episode of his eponymous show 

or when he publicly expressed support for Nixon’s handling of 
Vietnam while at the same time calling for peace. In this deeply 
researched, unique examination, Foley looks at the many rea-
sons Cash was drawn to particular issues: Cash “rarely took 

‘stands’ on political issues in conventional ways; instead, he 
approached each issue based on feeling.” Cash released several 
concept albums that largely focused on marginalized groups—
e.g., Bitter Tears: Ballads of the American Indian. Since his youth, 
he had been told that his ancestry included Cherokee, but he 
later learned that it wasn’t true. Nonetheless, his songs and per-
formances continued to reflect great sympathy for the plight of 
Indigenous people. “Whether Cherokee blood pumped from 
his heart or not did not really matter,” writes Foley. “In the 
marginalized lives of Native peoples, Cash saw something of his 
own experience as a poor kid.” Cash was also well known as a 
strong advocate for prison reform, a stance made widely known 
via his At Folsom Prison and At San Quentin albums. Furthermore, 
given his childhood as “an Arkansas farm boy,” he appeared as 
part of the supergroup known as the Highwaymen when Wil-
lie Nelson organized the first Farm Aid concert in 1985. With 
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Forty-five years ago in Iowa, Milton Hannah and Cheryl Novot-
ny welcomed the second of their three daughters. The sisters grew 
up to attend Waterloo West High School, where Nikole wrote for 
the newspaper. She graduated from the University of Notre Dame 
and the University of North Carolina, then ascended the ranks of 
journalism, starting with the Raleigh News. By 2012, she was an in-
vestigative reporter for the New York Times.

In less than a decade, Nikole Hannah-Jones (her married 
name) led the 1619 Project, an anthology marking four centuries 
of repercussions since the first Africans, 20 to 30 people, arrived in 
the British colony of Virginia and were sold into bondage. Hannah-
Jones won a Pulitzer Prize for the project’s introductory essay.

The Times published the 1619 Project in August 2019; the lynch-
ing of George Floyd the following May amplified its reach during 
a global racial reckoning. Its influence also fueled what Chris Jack-
son, the publisher of the new book version, calls “a fierce backlash 
and a vicious propaganda campaign.”

Four months after Floyd’s murder, then-President Donald 
Trump called the 1619 Project the premier example of a narra-

tive that “warped, distorted, and defiled the American story.” He 
announced a 1776 Commission to combat it. Hannah-Jones has 
joked that the blowback required more than a little good bour-
bon.

By the time Trump attacked, the expanded book version, The 
1619 Project: A New Origin Story (One World/Random House, Nov. 
16), was well underway. It weaves 19 essays exploring the legacy of 
slavery in contemporary America with 36 poems and short bursts 
of fiction. Each essay begins with a full-page photograph of an ev-
eryday African American. The first shows a soldier in Germany in 
the 1960s standing beside his jeep. He is Milton Hannah.

His daughter took questions over Zoom, an interview that co-
incided with Hannah-Jones’ first day in her new office at Howard 
University, where she teaches at the Center for Journalism and De-
mocracy. The conversation has been edited for length and clarity.

When Margot Lee Shetterly wrote Hidden Figures, she memo-
rably said that “to tell a true story, we must tell a complete 
story.” Is the 1619 Project working that vein?
That is the goal to me. It’s not arguing that this is the only ren-
dering of history, that this provides all the understanding you need. 
But it is directly challenging the narrative of this country that most 
of us receive, certainly challenging the narrative of American ex-
ceptionalism. Your understanding is shaped by what you know but 
also by what you don’t know. 

Wesley Morris ends his unforgettable music essay, “If free-
dom is ringing, who on earth wouldn’t want to rock that bell?” 
Talk about his contribution and your disclosure that you two 
wept together when the newspaper project went to press. 
There is no writer in America like Wesley Morris. His mind is just 
brilliant. He thinks about culture in a way I never could. I always 
thought culture writing was frivolous. But I always knew there 
would be a music essay in this book, and he was able to find the 
angle to make you think about Black music in an entirely new way.

This work was the most emotionally taxing work I have done—
trying to get it right, being completely immersed in the horrors. 

The editor of the 1619 Project reflects on the backlash—and an 
expansive new book version
BY KAREN R. LONG

Kathy Ryan/N
ew
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Wesley and I were always talking about it, trying to process it—
conversations you can only have with another Black writer. All of 
us were afraid we wouldn’t live up to the task. But we saw it laid 
out, and it was so clear. And the pain of it was there, too. He and I 
sobbed together—and I never cry in newsrooms.

Ibram X. Kendi’s essay suggests that our ideal of racial prog-
ress “does more than conceal and obfuscate; it actually un-
dermines the efforts to achieve and maintain equality.” And 
he gives the stinging example of Chief Justice John Roberts’ 
unwinding voting rights protections in 2013 because, in Rob-
erts’ words, “things have changed dramatically.” 
We are constantly battling this idea that things aren’t as bad as they 
used to be. It’s very seductive, but it allows us to accept a great deal 
of inequality in the present. The worst thing for me is for people to 
come through this book and say, “How terrible things were back 
then.” Not having slavery, or not having Jim Crow, is not justice. 
We are clearly in a moment of backlash, and we are dangerously 
close to backtracking right now.

Is the momentum from Black Lives Matter dissipating?
Absolutely, dissipating. Because of the work I do, so much reading 
and writing and thinking about the past, I don’t tend to be a hope-
ful person; it is not personally useful to me. But I couldn’t help but 
think something did feel different because of last year. It is hard 
to see now how little has changed. It’s hard to see how few compa-
nies and institutions are speaking up now. The federal policing re-
form bill is dead. The polling of White support for the movement, 
Whites who see structural inequality as a major limit to Black 
Americans, those numbers have just plummeted.

The backlash to the 1619 Project, the passing of bills to prevent 
teaching it, is a reaction to the movement last year. This backlash is 
arguing that this project just wants you to feel bad as a White per-
son. That’s not the point, but that is politically useful to the right. 
Race is useful to divide the country.

What advice do you have for citizens caught up in this strug-
gle?
Folks are going to have to become much more organized. The 
opposition is extremely organized. They are organizing bills and 
creating apps for parents to report teachers. This is an extremely 
frightening time. You don’t have to agree with the 1619 Project, but 
you should be opposed to it being prohibited. School boards are 
political entities. And we are seeing it already: teachers losing jobs, 
principals are losing jobs, for what is really hysteria.

Is there a solidarity among the book’s contributors that paral-
lels the friendship in Joshua Bennett’s beautiful poem “The 
Panther Is a Virtual Animal”?
God, I hope so; the chorus of voices in this book connects us. And 
we will always be connected because of this book. It’s also a beauti-

fully designed book. The poetry and fiction allow you to take your 
breath, to pause. The photos that open each chapter are of regu-
lar folk. Only two feature someone in the essay. Every time I read 
a chapter, I sit with the image and take in the humanity. Because 
everything we talk about happened to real humans who love and 
hurt and aspire. 

If you could give Joe Biden one chapter, what would it be?
The chapter on reparations—“Justice.” Joe Biden is a current presi-
dent and in a position to actually do something about the legacy. 

“Justice” for sure.

Your dedication is to “the more than 30 million descendants 
of American slavery” and not to the ancestors. Talk about 
that.
I am agnostic; I am not a faithful person. But for the closing essay, 
I had writer’s block, and I was panicked. And the line just came—

“They say our people were born on the water”—and I just start-
ed writing. The ancestors delivered that line to me—I felt that so 
much. And I felt the power of that number. To know that this hor-
rific, barbaric atrocity gave birth to 30 million people in this coun-
try right now. To me, that is a tribute to the ancestors, that their 
suffering and struggle produced those of us who are here. This 
book is dedicated to the descendants, who know how hard it is to 
feel that you have no true origin story, such a difficult relationship 
with the only country that we have ever known. I am so grateful 
to just have a testament to them as a people; that’s what I heard 
out on the road, over and over, talking with Black people about the 
1619 Project. This is ultimately what we did this project for—for 
us, so that we can hold our heads up. We are our ancestors’ great-
est testament.

Karen R. Long is the manager of the Anisfield-Wolf Book Awards and 
for mer book editor of the Cleveland Plain Dealer. The 1619 Project 
received a starred review in the Sept. 1, 2021, issue.
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sufficient detail and a gift for storytelling, Foley explores these 
and many other aspects of Cash’s complex life.

A powerful biography that will leave fans with a newfound 
respect for the Man in Black.

THE FIFTIES
An Underground History
Gaines, James R.
Simon & Schuster (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-4391-0163-6  

A history of the courageous men and 
women who roiled postwar complacency.

In his latest book, former Time man-
aging editor Gaines debunks the image 
of the 1950s as a period of quiet content-

ment. Although the postwar period was “hostile to change,” 
American society, Gaines reveals, was prodded by activists 
who dared to speak out against sexism, racism, classism, and 
environmental contamination. Drawing on histories, memoirs, 
reportage, and government documents, the author creates a vig-
orous group biography of several feisty individuals who risked 
isolation and censure by advocating for systemic change. His 
subjects include Harry Hay, a closeted gay man who founded 
the Mattachine Society, “the first sustained advocacy group for 
gay rights in American history”; feminist lawyer Pauli Murray, 
feminist historian Gerda Lerner, and civil rights activist Fannie 
Lou Hamer, all of whom “saw that race, class, and gender were 
inseparable, mutually reinforcing sources of discrimination 
that could only be defeated on the basis of that understanding”; 
Black veterans such as Isaac Woodard, Medgar Evers, James 
Forman, and Aaron Henry, who became leaders in a variety of 
significant civil rights organizations throughout the South; and 
philosopher and mathematician Norbert Wiener and biologist 
Rachel Carson, who, from their vastly different perspectives, 

“converged on the heretical, even subversive idea that the asser-
tion of mastery over the natural world was based on an arrogant 
fantasy that carried the potential for disaster.” Each individual 
confronted formidable obstacles: Hay, for example, faced the 
challenge of arousing support from men who feared exposure 
and “inspiring solidarity in people who had never wished to be 
known as a group, around questions most had never asked.” Car-
son, who wrote Silent Spring while being treated for advanced 
cancer, battled a campaign mounted by the chemical industry. 
Black GIs came home from the war to face violent racist upris-
ings. Hamer, who worked as a sharecropper in Mississippi until 
she was 45, was thrown off the cotton plantation when she tried 
to register to vote.

Inspiring activists populate a useful revisionist history.

A NEW DEAL FOR CANCER
Lessons From a 50 Year War
Gluck, Abbe R. & Charles S. Fuchs
PublicAffairs (416 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-5417-0061-1  

A probing collection of essays on the 
medicine and money involved in the war 
on cancer.

One of Richard Nixon’s many failed 
promises was that cancer would be con-

quered as surely as illegal drugs would be. That didn’t come to 
pass—though, as Yale Law School health policy specialist Gluck 
and oncologist Fuchs point out, the death rates from cancer have 
fallen by 29% in the last 30 years. “Efforts in cancer prevention, 
most notably reduction in the use of tobacco products, account 
for much of the mortality reductions,” they write, “though recent 
advances in cancer therapeutics are now also contributing.” What 
will it take to bring the rate down even further? Contributors, 
including geneticists, public health and public policy specialists, 
physicians, cancer researchers, and pharmaceutical engineers, 
examine the many moving parts of the effort. One answer is 
more money, since cancer care is outpacing other medical costs. 
Care costs are better managed in physician-driven practices 
rather than corporate-driven ones. Even so, a kind of mentality 
is at play that, writes Siddhartha Mukherjee, is forming a “cancer 
institution” or totalizing cancer world in which the passage into 
illness is more emphasized than the passage into wellness. “I fear 
that we now possess one-way passports into the realm of illness,” 
he concludes. Other contributors examine developments in evi-
dence-based screening, argue for the need for a “national cancer 
care databank,” and forecast improvements in imaging technol-
ogy that will aid in earlier detection of tumor growth. Provoca-
tively, one call is for mandatory HPV vaccination. The response 
to Covid-19 provides a model for cancer care and pharmaceutical 
development, although it will work only with increased federal 
funding, requirements for better reporting, and enhanced coor-
dination among states.

Of considerable interest to professionals working in the 
many fields associated with cancer care.

AUDIENCE-OLOGY
How Moviegoers Shape the 
Films We Love
Goetz, Kevin with Darlene Hayman
Tiller Press/Simon & Schuster (224 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Nov. 23, 2021
978-1-982186-67-8  

As any Oscar watcher knows, clas-
sic movies are the work of a significant 
team of talented professionals both 
behind and in front of the camera. This 

book makes the argument for the importance of one more team 
member: the film-testing audience researcher.



Goetz, who has worked in the movie research industry for 
30 years and founded his own firm, Screen Engine/ASI, in 2010, 
has plenty of great stories to tell. He reveals how the memorable 
opening scene of La La Land didn’t become part of the Oscar-
winning movie until after screening audiences were confused 
by the musical’s original opening. He discusses how audience 
reaction led Steven Spielberg to reshoot scenes in Jaws, which 

“was graphic, gruesome, and disturbing, and to a 1975 audience…
unlike anything they had ever seen before.” He also reveals how 
audiences were initially confused by Moonstruck, but once the 
filmmakers swapped out the opera in the opening montage 
for Dean Martin’s “That’s Amore,” everyone realized the Cher 
film was a comedy. Throughout, the author recounts well-told 
stories about angry directors and anxious studio executives at 
movie screenings, explaining that he is also passionate about 
what he does. “I’m also not about to just state the numbers that 
we collect on the surveys,” he writes. “I’m providing perspective 
from decades of experience, interpreting what those numbers 
mean.” However, Goetz doesn’t provide a thorough discus-
sion of whether the audience screenings and collected data can 

hurt a film. He quotes director Ang Lee saying, “Picasso never 
audience-tested his paintings,” and then argues against it, with-
out talking to Lee—or Quentin Tarantino or Clint Eastwood, 
other directors who generally don’t use screening research. The 
author’s belief in the importance of audience research is well 
supported, but without letting anyone argue the other side, it 
makes the book feel a little self-serving.

Goetz’s book bounces between fascinating stories about 
blockbuster films and blatant advertising for his company’s 
services.
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HIGH RISK HOMOSEXUAL
A Memoir
Gomez, Edgar
Soft Skull Press (304 pp.)
$16.95 paper  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-59376-705-1  

A Florida-born writer’s account of 
how he learned to embrace and celebrate 
his identity as a gay Latinx man.

As an adolescent growing up in 
Orlando, Gomez fantasized he could 

live in a “rom-com” world like the one that Jennifer Lopez, his 
idol and beautiful Latina “damsel in distress,” often inhabited 
on screen. But an “artsy asexual” facade hid the queerness that 
his machista Latinx culture denigrated. In high school, a gay 
friend took him to clubs to revel in drag queen culture, and col-
lege brought with it the opportunity to move out and further 
define his sexuality on his own terms. However, Gomez quickly 
found himself forced into a binary existence. “It was obvious,” 
he writes, “that I could experiment with my appearance or I 
could have sex, but I couldn’t have both.” At the same time, the 
author also discovered a desire to engage in anonymous, multi-
partner gay club sex, and he joined a gay burlesque troop, where 
he learned, gradually, to be comfortable in his own skin. Leaving 
Orlando for graduate school after the 2016 Pulse nightclub mas-
sacre gave rise to other important personal revelations. “I don’t 
have sympathy for the man who murdered forty-nine people I 
used to dance with. I promise you I don’t,” writes the author. 

“But I do for the child he’d been, despite knowing how this story 
ends, because he reminds me so much of myself.” Contending 
with the pervasive fear of contracting HIV, the author slowly 
began to learn to cautiously explore his desires while also con-
tinuing to “play the game. The game is hope.” Poignant, vivid, 
and often hilarious, this coming-of-age memoir fearlessly 
explores intersectional identity and shows what it means to live 
and love authentically as a gay man today.

An engagingly candid memoir from a promising young 
writer. 

WE WANT BAMA 
A Season of Hope and 
the Making of Nick 
Saban’s “Ultimate Team”
Goodman, Joseph
Grand Central Publishing (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-5387-1629-8  

A rollicking, politically charged por-
trait of a college football team in “the 
Foul and Venomous Year of Unholy Uni-

versal Biting Bullshit that was 2020.”
College football is a secular religion in the South. Nowhere 

is that more true than Tuscaloosa, where Alabama’s Crimson 
Tide has racked up an enviable record—first under Bear Bryant 

and then Nick Saban, who has surpassed Bryant in champion-
ship games won. In addition, writes Goodman, “he defended 
what was right when the hour of truth demanded it.” That 
defense was a repudiation of Trumpism in the heart of Trump 
country, with Saban and his players publicly affirming the Black 
Lives Matter movement and denouncing racism. Goodman has 
a healthy sense of both the symbolic power of football and its 
limits. “College football,” he writes sagely, “is American blood-
lust played by unpaid gladiators, and game days in the Deep 
South are the feasts before the altars of decadence.” Tailgat-
ing, beer chugging, fights—all part of the deal, compounded 
by Covid-19, which the Alabama program took seriously. The 
political consequence of taking a knee and masking up? Trump, 
of course, backed Auburn, endorsing its former head coach in 
his 2020 Senate run. Goodman has no use for Trump, nor for 
the Lost Cause mythology of the Confederacy. As he observes, 
Birmingham wasn’t founded until after the Civil War, and thus 
there’s no excuse for any Confederate memorials there. Good-
man is constantly aware of what social justice advocates on and 
off the gridiron are up against: “Always remember what sells 
in the Deep South: ‘White Southern men’ are the real victims 
of history.” If David Foster Wallace was from red clay country 
and liked football instead of tennis, he might have approached 
Goodman’s gonzo-lashed prose. Goodman is wholly an original, 
and he delivers a spirited reckoning of what’s right and wrong 
with the South.

An outstanding work of sports journalism that far tran-
scends mere sports. Roll Tide.

GARBO 
Gottlieb, Robert
Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(448 pp.) 
$40.00  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-374-29835-7  

Skillful, admiring biography of the 
film star of yore.

Writer and publisher Gottlieb deliv-
ers a nuanced portrait of Swedish-born 
actor Greta Garbo (1905-1990), who 

famously wanted to be left alone and who made good on it, 
disappearing from the scene in 1941 after nearly 30 films. She 
was less popular than peers such as Charlie Chaplin and Mary 
Pickford. As the author writes, perhaps that’s because “M-G-M 
presented her first as a vamp, luring men on with her vampish 
ways, but she hated that.” The psychology runs deep here. Early 
in life, Garbo suffered the deaths of family members including 
her father, poverty, and a lack of education, a source of con-
stant embarrassment to her in later life. Even while standing in 
line for food, however, she was putting on skits for those who 
waited with her. A natural beauty of considerable discipline, she 
won a Hollywood contract after making a few films in Europe, 
and she was put to work on films such as The Temptress (1926). 

“Garbo hated this movie, too,” writes Gottlieb, “but its success 
secured her position as the most promising young actress in the 

“An outstanding work of sports journalism 
that far transcends mere sports.”

we want bama
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world.” By 1932, she was making at least $250,000 per movie, a 
fortune at the time. Gottlieb carefully explores Garbo’s private 
life, which was marked by a hermeticism without equal in the 
film world. Although an icon in that milieu, she took excep-
tional pains to live out the rest of her long life away from the 
public eye, spending 50 years away from the film world while 
never being allowed to truly leave it. “What are we to make of 
this strange creature who, without trying, compelled the atten-
tion of the world in a way no other star had done?” Gottlieb asks 
toward the end of a smoothly flowing book that provides ample 
answers while never quite solving all of Garbo’s mysteries.

A searching life study that ought to rekindle interest in an 
unhappy yet brilliant artist.

RACISM, NOT RACE 
Answers to Frequently 
Asked Questions
Graves Jr., Joseph L. & Alan H. Goodman
Columbia Univ.  (312 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-231-20066-0  

A relatable conversation about race 
that stands out from many other books 
on the always-relevant topic.

By now, most readers are familiar 
with racial stereotypes such as “black don’t crack” or “white 
men can’t jump.” However, few have bothered to examine their 
origins or consider them critically. Here, Graves Jr., a profes-
sor of biology, and Goodman, a professor of biological anthro-
pology, tackle a wide variety of racial issues using science and 
statistics, with just enough emotion to keep readers engaged. 
Throughout, the authors debunk numerous accepted myths, 
such as biology being related to race. Instead, the authors focus 
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on the role that genetic variation plays in determining spe-
cific characteristics, from eye color to one’s predisposition to 
specific diseases. Defining race as “a social classification based 
on assumptions about ancestry and appearance,” Graves and 
Goodman find archaic religion and erroneous science as early 
culprits that paved the way for racist stereotypes and systems to 
exist, many of which continue to operate today. Using questions 
and answers and the life and social sciences to back their con-
clusions, the authors are unafraid to dig into a host of thorny 
issues (“Are ‘Jews’ a race? What about people of Italian and 
Irish descent?”), providing well-documented evidence to bol-
ster their arguments. Their approach is a pleasing mix of broad 
and granular—e.g., “Why is it that you can almost always tell a 
Nigerian from a Norwegian, yet a Nigerian and a Norwegian do 
not genetically differ that much?” The authors also interrogate 
the murky concept of intelligence and how medical and judicial 
assumptions nurture environments in which racism assists in 
the degradation of communities of color. Similarly, they break 
down White supremacy, calling it “our time’s big lie.” Each 
chapter concludes with a summary about the subjects at hand, 
and the authors also include a call to action to tackle personal 
and communal racism head-on.

An entertaining and informative read that will serve as a 
jumping-off point for countless discussions about racism.

I’LL TAKE YOUR 
QUESTIONS NOW
What I Saw at the Trump 
White House
Grisham, Stephanie
Harper/HarperCollins (352 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-06-314293-0  

A former Trump staffer reveals what 
by now are mostly open secrets.

As Trump’s press secretary for eight 
months, Grisham famously held no press briefings—not that 
there was any shortage of news. One reason, it seems, was that 
keeping the press away was a good way to stay out of trouble. 
Her predecessor, Sean Spicer, drew ridicule on Day 1 for a pat-
ent lie: “Forcing Sean to claim that the inauguration crowd 
was bigger than Obama’s, which I imagine Sean also knew was 
bullshit, was a test. Trump always wanted to see how far you 
would go to do his bidding; it was his way of measuring your 
loyalty.” Grisham offers little hard news, but she dishes well. 
Trump emerges, as in practically every other account, as an 
enraged, lecherous ogre with a preadolescent brain and a com-
plete lack of any ability to censor himself. Melania Trump bears 
the Secret Service code name Rapunzel “because she remained 
in her tower, never descending.” When she did, it was usually to 
commit some faux pas, like the “I really don’t care, do u?” jacket 
while on the way to visit incarcerated children on the border. 
(“What a stupid thing to do.”) Regarding other family members, 
Ivanka has the depth of an inflatable pool and Jared Kushner, 
a scheming nature that far transcends the term Machiavellian, 

with the two showing up at John McCain’s funeral just to be 
seen. All the “mostly middle-aged white dudes” who made up 
the Cabinet were useless in the face of events such as “one of our 
first huge embarrassing, insulting, tone-deaf disasters,” namely 
Trump’s abysmal response to the White supremacist march in 
Charlottesville. And so forth, with few surprises, thanks to a 
narrative path already paved by dozens of other books, save for 
its moral: In the Trump White House, “instead of focusing on 
getting productive work done, you just want to survive.”

A decidedly minor, though occasionally entertaining, addi-
tion to the sad library of Trumpiana.

THIS BOY WE MADE
A Memoir of Motherhood, 
Genetics, and Facing the 
Unknown
Harris, Taylor
Catapult (272 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-948226-84-4  

A Black woman with an anxiety dis-
order chronicles the process of caring 
for her son, whose undiagnosed illness 

thrust the family into uncertainty.
Just before his second birthday, Harris’ youngest child, 

Tophs, woke up listless, silent, and thirsty. When Harris felt his 
racing heart, her gut told her that something was wrong—but 
she wasn’t sure if she could trust her gut. A lifetime of manag-
ing an anxiety disorder made her feel like she was constantly 
overreacting to something. Luckily, she overcame her doubts 
and took her son to the hospital, where the doctors found that 
his glucose was dangerously low and recommended the start 
of a process that eventually became years of shuttling her son 
among geneticists, endocrinologists, and neurologists. While 
waiting for a diagnosis that would never come, Harris and her 
husband battled reluctant school systems to get their son the 
special services he needed, a struggle complicated by their fam-
ily’s Blackness. “The city needed fewer Black boys in special 
education, and my Black boy almost got caught up in the quota,” 
writes the author. “Maybe it wasn’t an intentional scheme, 
surely it wasn’t a written policy, but it could derail lives of the 
most vulnerable nonetheless.” Throughout, Harris describes 
struggling with anxiety, leaning on her Christian faith, and cop-
ing with the discovery that she carries a gene that put her at 
risk for cancer. She leaned on her family and faith to help her 
live with the reality that her high-needs child would probably 
never receive a diagnosis and that she would have to parent him 
without fully understanding his body or his brain. The author 
deploys humor and delight to infuse the narrative with nuance 
and hope, and her frank, vulnerable voice makes the book feel 
like a conversation with a close friend. At times, though, the 
prose is overwritten, and the flashback-laden timeline can be 
confusing. 

A compelling, insightful memoir about parenting through 
the unknown. 

“A compelling, insightful memoir about 
parenting through the unknown.”

this boy we made



100,000 FIRST BOSSES
My Unlikely Path as a 
22-Year-Old Lawmaker
Haskell, Will
Avid Reader Press (224 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-982164-01-0  

The youngest man to ever occupy 
a seat in the Connecticut state legisla-
ture tells the story of his unlikely run for 
office and the lessons learned as a fresh-

man senator.
When all his fellow college juniors were thinking about 

their first jobs or graduate school, Haskell decided to run for 
the Connecticut General Assembly. Though he didn’t boast 

“the typical résumé of a candidate for state Senate—no law or 
business degree, no decades of service on a local board or com-
mission, no spouse and kids to put on a glossy mailer,” he did 
have an Obama-inspired belief in the power of positive change 
and a profound distrust of the Trump administration. His 
underdog status against a far more entrenched political insider 
fueled his determination to not only win, but also break the 
Democrat-Republican tie in the state senate and end political 
gridlock. Coffee-shop conversations with local politicos that 
felt like “job interviews” led to discussions with other plugged-
in political figures, who regarded Haskell with extreme skepti-
cism. Undaunted, he found the beginnings of support in a state 
representative who began schooling him on major issues affect-
ing Connecticut. A grassroots campaign effort followed along 
with the eventual support of seasoned political consultants who 
helped Haskell win over older voters. Seeking to stay “above the 
fray” and ignore his opponent’s attacks, Haskell won the 2018 
state senate race. He then began his yearlong political educa-
tion in fighting for the policies about which he was passionate, 
including free college and gun control, while learning from his 
mistakes (dozing off during a congressional session). Refresh-
ingly candid and optimistic, this account offers much-needed 
hope to all Americans and especially to the politically underrep-
resented younger generations seeking change in a world increas-
ingly hostile to their pursuits of health, wealth, and happiness.

Inspiring reading for aspiring politicians or anyone seek-
ing substantive change.

MAKING NUMBERS COUNT
The Art and Science of 
Communicating Numbers
Heath, Chip & Karla Starr
Avid Reader Press (224 pp.) 
$24.00  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-982165-44-4  

A unique popular math book. 
Most writers in this genre proclaim 

that math is fun or warn that math 
can fool you, but Heath, a professor at 

Stanford Graduate School of Business, and science writer Starr 
have another fish to fry. Even though “nobody really under-
stands numbers” and most efforts to talk about them fail, the 
authors do a good job showing otherwise. In 22 short chapters, 
they deliver a painless, ingenious education in how to commu-
nicate statistics and numbers to people who find them confus-
ing. One of the authors’ most striking examples of statistics in 
action shows that, in one test, 34% of White and 14% of Black 
job applicants without criminal records received a callback. 
When applicants revealed a drug felony conviction and prison 
term, 17% of Whites and 5% of Blacks were called back. It takes 
a second, write the authors, to realize the real significance of 
those numbers: White job applicants who have served jail time 
are more likely to get a job than a Black applicant with a clean 
record. The nearest star is 4.25 light-years away from Earth, a 
number comprehensible only to astronomers. As the authors 
show, comprehension is easier with a picture: “Imagine shrink-
ing the solar system down to the size of a quarter. You leave a 
quarter at the goalpost of a soccer field and walk toward the 
goalpost at the other end of the field. When you reach it, drop 
another quarter to represent the solar system of our nearest 
neighbor.” With comparisons, the more bizarre, the better. 
That livestock produce 14.5% of global greenhouse gases is a 
boring statistic. Instead: China and America are No. 1 and No. 2 
in gas production. No. 3 is represented by all of the world’s cows. 
Packed with tables, anecdotes, and amusing facts, the narrative 
makes math accessible.

Astute advice for businesspeople and educators.

AFTERMATH 
Life in the Fallout of 
the Third Reich, 
1945-1955
Jähner, Harald
Trans. by Shaun Whiteside
Knopf (416 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-593-31973-4  

An illuminating study of the decade 
following the defeat of the Third Reich.

In his engrossing first book, Jähner, the former editor of the 
Berlin Times, examines how and why Germany was capable of 
radically transforming from a sinister fascist mindset toward a 
modern democratic state. The author presents an expansive yet 
sharply probing overview of the period, reaching across politi-
cal, social, and geographical spheres to draw a lucid portrait of 
a country reeling from the stark consequences of being on the 
losing side of a horrendous war. “The intention of this book,” 
writes the author, “has been to explain how the majority of Ger-
mans, for all their stubborn rejection of individual guilt, at the 
same time managed to rid themselves of the mentality that had 
made the Nazi regime possible.” Jähner chronicles the political 
events that transpired during the time period and weaves in per-
sonal stories from the correspondences of ordinary citizens and 
eyewitness accounts from noted writers such as Hannah Arendt 
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that articulate the desperate spirit of the era. The author vividly 
describes the physical chaos impacting cities such as Dresden, 
Berlin, and Hamburg that were slowly trying to rebuild. As Jäh-
ner notes, “the war had left about 500 million cubic metres of 
rubble behind,” and he offer striking portraits of the grim reali-
ties faced by the millions of forced laborers and prisoners of war 
returning home to strained marriages and relationships. “Many 
marriages with the Heimkehrer [homecomer] husbands col-
lapsed because each partner felt nothing but disdain for what 
the other had endured,” he writes. “It wasn’t just women who 
felt a lack of recognition, the men did too. Many soldiers only 
really grasped that they had lost the war when they returned 
to their families.” An immediate and long-lasting bestseller 
when it was published in Germany in 2019 and the winner of 
the Leipzig Book Fair Prize, Jähner’s shrewdly balanced look at 
postwar Germany is sure to spark the interest of readers across 
the world.

An absorbing and well-documented history of postwar 
Germany.

ADMISSIONS
A Memoir of Surviving 
Boarding School
James, Kendra
Grand Central Publishing (304 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-5387-5348-4  

A founding editor of Shondaland.
com recounts her experiences as a stu-
dent at an elite boarding school and, later, 
as an admissions officer specializing in 

diversity recruitment. 
When James enrolled at the prestigious Taft School, she had 

no idea that, as Taft’s first “Black American legacy student to 
graduate since 1891,” she would become the school’s poster child 
for diversity. The beautiful campus seemed to promise madcap 
Harry Potter–style adventures, but James soon realized that the 
majority-White school was really a “swamp of microaggressions” 
that threatened to engulf her at every turn. During her first year, 
a White student not only accused an innocent James of stealing 
$20 from her room, but also threatened to call her uncle, who 
was a police officer. The author also observed unequal treat-
ment of her peers. Where two students of color were expelled 
for copying from each other, a White male student who had pla-
giarized work was punished by being sent to the school’s Learn-
ing Center. Taft aggressively “preached diversity and inclusion 
and yet took money from [former Fox News CEO] Roger 
Ailes.” When a White student wrote an article in the school 
newspaper that students of color were the true racists for being 

“unfriendly, intimidating and granted too much special treat-
ment,” the school did nothing. Committed to diversity, James 
became a private school recruiter. Within a short time, how-
ever, she realized that her efforts to help other students of color 
amounted to selling “a lie for a living.” The author has a unique 
and timely story to tell, but her recollections of her years at Taft 

are detailed to a fault. The result is an often rambling narrative 
that, in (over-)recounting the minutiae of her everyday experi-
ences, often drifts away from the pertinent race issues that are 
at the heart of her story.

A well-intentioned but overdone memoir in need of 
streamlining.

THE NEW YORK TIMES 
BOOK REVIEW 
125 Years of Literary 
History
Ed. by Jordan, Tina & Noor Qasim
Clarkson Potter (368 pp.) 
$50.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-593-23461-7  

A capacious history of the influential 
publication.

To commemorate the 125th anniversary of the New York 
Times Book Review, current deputy editor Jordan, assisted by 
Qasim, offers a fascinating selection of reviews, letters, inter-
views, essays, announcements, book lists, bits of gossip (Colette, 
on a ship, wore sandals without stockings!), and op-ed pieces 
published in the supplement since its first appearance on Oct. 
10, 1896. Organized chronologically into five sections that 
comprise around three decades each, and profusely illustrated 
with author photographs, plates, advertisements, and assorted 
literary artifacts, the volume amply fulfills the editor’s goal of 
revealing how the Review “has shaped literary taste, informed 
arguments and driven the world of ideas in the United States 
and beyond.” Book critic Parul Sehgal prefaces the selections 
with an astute essay examining how the Review has covered 
works by women, writers of color, and writers in the LGBTQ+ 
community. In its early years, White male perspectives domi-
nated, with reviewers worried about the proliferation and popu-
larity of women writers. Overall, however, the collection amply 
represents reviewers “contemptuous of anxious gatekeeping,” 
bringing to their task “nerve, wariness and style.” Anxious gate-
keeping, however, as well as wafts of condescension, can be 
found. For example, in 1904, the reviewer of W.E.B. Du Bois’ 
The Souls of Black Folk remarked, “Many passages of the book 
will be very interesting to the student of the negro character 
who regards the race ethnologically and not politically, not as a 
dark cloud threatening the future of the United States.” In 1933, 
assessing two feminist histories, the Review’s editor saw the suc-
cess of the women’s movement as “one of the major tragedies in 
the history of mankind.” Reviews by acclaimed authors include 
Eudora Welty on Charlotte’s Web; W.H. Auden on Tolkein’s The 
Fellowship of the Ring; Kurt Vonnegut on Tom Wolfe; and Mar-
garet Atwood on Toni Morrison’s Beloved. A long list of other 
famous reviewers appends the volume.

An ebullient celebration of literature.
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THE IMMIGRANT 
SUPERPOWER
How Brains, Brawn, and 
Bravery Make America 
Stronger
Kane, Tim
Oxford Univ.  (280 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-19-008819-4  

How to move forward on immigration.
Economist Kane, a research fellow in 

immigration studies at Stanford’s Hoover Institution, mounts 
an enthusiastic argument for the critical importance of immi-
grants to the future of the U.S. Immigrants, he asserts, bring 
physical strength and ruggedness, traits they demonstrate in 
carrying out the effort of migration. Once here, they are likely 
to start new businesses, get advanced degrees, and patent new 
inventions. The unfortunate polarization of the debate about 
immigration, in Kane’s view, has been fueled by the media and 
by anti-immigration activists who propagate the myth of immi-
grants as “job thieves and cultural misfits.” The author counters 
that assumption by presenting data showing that newcomers 
affirm greater patriotism than native-born Americans and have 
bolstered the rate of economic growth in states where immigra-
tion is highest. Kane blames both parties for hyperbole, criticiz-
ing Democrats for investing in a culture war led by critical race 
theory activists. Despite polarizing rhetoric, reputable surveys 
(Pew, Gallop) and studies reveal that most Americans support 
the present level of immigration of about 1 million people per 
year. Dispelling a pernicious myth, Kane shows how America 
is not overrun with immigrants: In fact, in the early 19th cen-
tury, 30% of the population was foreign-born; now it is 15%. The 
origin story of America, he notes, was one of refugee emigra-
tion: “newcomers were fleeing oppression in the Old World 
for freedom in the New.” Offering an overview of immigration 
legislation, Kane praises presidents who have been the most 
open to immigration, such as Woodrow Wilson, John F. Ken-
nedy, Lyndon Johnson, and especially Ronald Reagan. As far as 
immigration reform, Kane suggests beginning with a subissue 
that garners widespread support and following up with incre-
mental steps. Needed reforms might include overhauling work 
visas and redefining refugee programs to promote human rights. 
Immigration, Kane underscores, is America’s “fundamental 
cause of extraordinary prosperity and military power.”

A well-informed analysis of a perennial problem.

LIGHTNING STRIKING 
Ten Transformative 
Moments in Rock and 
Roll
Kaye, Lenny
Ecco/HarperCollins (512 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-06-244920-7  

Longtime Patti Smith Group guitarist 
and music journalist Kaye delivers an idio-
syncratic, impassioned paean to rock ’n’ roll.

“You can’t be everywhere at once,” writes the author. True 
enough, but if he missed the Beatles at the Cavern Club or the 
first performances of Nirvana, Kaye has seen more than his 
share of shows. More, he has a Marcus-ian (Greil, that is, and 
not Herbert) depth of historical knowledge that enables him to 
enumerate the sightings of the very phrase rock ’n’ roll: one, per-
haps improbably, in a gospel recording from 1910, a more secular 
one from 1922. Though a scholar of the many lightning-in-the-
bottle moments of which he writes, Kaye is nothing if not an 
enthusiast; he hails the introduction to Johnny Cash’s “Folsom 
Prison Blues,” rightly, as one of the most iconic guitar licks in 
history, adding, “please learn should you be in the vicinity of a C 
chord.” The author engagingly chronicles his wide travels, visit-
ing New Orleans, London, Memphis, and many other places in 
search of lost and otherwise magical chords. He was there for 
some historically important moments, too, from the decline of 
the Sex Pistols to the rise of the Clash and the earliest stirrings 
of CBGB. Here, the writing turns distinctly autobiographical 
as Kaye recalls taking the stage with Patti Smith after grooving 
to the Ramones, “emulsifying rock and roll down to its primate, 
all downstrokes and lyrics one step removed from the asylum.” 
Frankie Avalon has a moment, as does skiffle, the latter of which 
begat the Beatles, which begat everything else—including, after 
1964 and the Ed Sullivan Show, the magical moment when Kaye 

“bought a cherry red Gibson Les Paul Special and a Magnatone 
280 amp (true vibrato, the same kind Buddy Holly played) from 
a kid down the street who had given up the calling” and jumped 
into the fray.

If you’re a fan of rock music of whatever flavor, you need 
this book.

THE AGE OF AI
And Our Human Future
Kissinger, Henry A. & Eric Schmidt & 
Daniel Huttenlocher
Little, Brown (272 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-0-316-27380-0  

Kissinger, Schmidt, and Huttenlo-
cher weigh in on the robotic future.

When thinking of Kissinger in the 
context of futurology, one might conjure 

the image of Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove; after all, it’s said 

“If you’re a fan of rock music of whatever 
flavor, you need this book.”

lightning striking
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that he served as the model for the character. Instead, think of 
the 1983 film War Games, in which young Matthew Broderick 
nearly touches off thermonuclear war with his computer tinker-
ing. As that latter film showed, AI involves machines learning to 
think for themselves—and when they do so while lacking “pre-
programmed moves, combinations, or strategies derived from 
human play,” the machines learn by their own rules. This can 
be good: One AI routine that the authors discuss figured out a 
new pharmaceutical formula that humans might never have dis-
covered. But there’s a catch, potentially ominous: “The advent 
of AI obliges us to confront whether there is a form of logic 
that humans have not achieved or cannot achieve, exploring 
aspects of reality we have never known and may never directly 
know.” The book then spins off into an area Kissinger knows 
best: how AI might be put to work in the realm of national and 
international security, developing systems that may keep us all 
safe—or, alternately, that “will be so responsive that adversaries 
may attempt to attack before the systems are operational.” All 
this begs the need for international accords on the use of AI, 
and we must better understand the machines already showing 
the promise of outstripping some of our mental processes, an 
understanding that will allow us to “make peace with them and, 
in so doing, change the world.” Some parts of this policy paper 
seem to be mere padding, as with the side tour into Kant’s 
notion of the Ding an sich, but some will be of interest to stu-
dents of arms control, future battlespaces, and the like.

Good reading for those seeking to navigate the alt-reality 
world after the singularity.

TAKING DOWN 
BACKPAGE 
Fighting the World’s 
Largest Sex Trafficker
Krell, Maggy
New York Univ.  (192 pp.) 
$22.95  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-4798-0304-0  

How a ferocious California pros-
ecutor fought successfully against a 
significant component of the global sex-

trafficking industry.
Krell was 25 years old when she worked on her first case 

involving young sex workers and began to see that prostitution 
was anything but a victimless crime. “The images of those girls 
from that motel…were etched into my brain,” she writes, “and 
would drive me throughout my career….By the time I became 
a supervising deputy attorney general at the California Depart-
ment of Justice, the seedy motel, I realized, had metamor-
phosized into a website: Backpage.com.” For 10 years in 800 
cities, Backpage ran ads selling young people for sex, taking a 
cut that amounted to millions of dollars. Yet when Krell fought 
through local and federal resistance to orchestrate the arrests 
of Backpage’s leaders, she saw an award from the FBI on one 
of their desks, praising his “outstanding cooperation” in help-
ing them “find victims.” As the author knew, Backpage merely 

helped pimps thwart law enforcement by rewriting the ads that 
had gotten them in trouble. When she finally got the case to 
court in 2016, it was dismissed without a trial due to the Com-
munications Decency Act, perceived as “a complete shield 
from liability” for any business conducted on the internet. 
Shaken but undeterred, Krell built a team of attorneys and law 
enforcement officers who finally put an end to the outrages of 
this online brothel. Of her counterpart in Texas, lead attorney 
Kirsta Melton, Krell writes, “We were both busy moms scram-
bling to get our kids to sports practices and games while also 
prosecuting some of the most depraved criminals in our respec-
tive states….Above all else, we were both hell-bent on helping 
kids and doing everything we could to disrupt sex trafficking.” 
Both women deserve the highest praise for their enterprising 
work on behalf of some of society’s most vulnerable members.

A memoir, a legal thriller, and a heartening perspective on 
law enforcement at its best and brightest.

WHEN I GROW UP 
The Lost 
Autobiographies of Six 
Yiddish Teenagers
Krimstein, Ken
Illus. by the author
Bloomsbury (256 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-63557-370-1  

A moving work of literary archaeol-
ogy, rescuing Jewish texts from the oblivion of history.

“Es iz shver tsu zeyn a yid.” It’s hard to be a Jew. History has 
proven that countless times, with particular fury in the place 
New Yorker contributing cartoonist Krimstein calls Yiddishua-
nia. There, in 1939, a linguistic and cultural institute mounted 

“an ethnographic study in the guise of a meagerly funded auto-
biography contest.” By cruel irony, the winners were to be 
announced on Sept. 1, 1939, the day the Nazis invaded Poland. 
The Gestapo seized many of the documents, but librarians spir-
ited some away—and then hid them again when Stalin launched 
a Soviet pogrom after the war. The first essay, by an unidentified 
17-year-old girl, is a record of repression: She was discouraged 
from reading religious and secular texts thought inappropriate 
for women and was forbidden from saying kaddish after her 
father died. Another essay recounts the efforts of a 20-year-old 
man who spent his time and money writing letters to Franklin 
Roosevelt pleading for asylum, a request that the State Depart-
ment declined. Another young man questions traditional reli-
gion, not least because he was in love with a young woman who 
did not return the affection. “Was it because I didn’t become a 
Communist and start eating pork?” he wonders. “Was it because 
I couldn’t go to the dinner dance her socialist youth group had 
on Yom Kippur?” The ordinary travails of adolescence and 
young adulthood become more sharply pronounced against 
the background of descending terror. In this excellent follow-
up to The Three Escapes of Hannah Arendt, Krimstein, whose 
illustrations recall both Chagall and Art Spiegelman, closes by 
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affirming these pieces as “voices, garments, smiles, years, laugh-
ter”—in short, living documents in the face of death.

Affecting records of a world at once familiar and distant—
a welcome addition to the literature of the Shoah.

SEA STATE 
A Memoir
Lasley, Tabitha
Ecco/HarperCollins (224 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-06-303083-1  

An English ex-journalist’s account of 
how sex and class intertwined in an inter-
view project that plunged her into the 
hostile world of the offshore oil industry.

When Lasley traveled to Aberdeen 
from London, she had one goal: to write about life on oil rigs and 

“see what men [were] like with no women around.” Her motiva-
tions were complex. She lost a book she was writing on oil rigs 
when her laptop was stolen from an apartment she shared with 
an abusive man she had tried to leave two times before. Her 
first interview subject was Caden, a married offshore oil rigger 
Lasley met as soon as she arrived. The attraction was imme-
diate and powerful, and the two began an affair as the author 
started her research. The process of oil extraction, writes Lasley, 
involves a “pitched battle among human ingenuity, inhospitable 
terrain and highly combustible materials. The dangers are com-
pounded by the locations’ remoteness.” Disasters, such as the 
Piper Alpha explosion in the North Sea in 1988, left many men 
traumatized. Yet working-class men continued to seek work 
on oil rigs because the onshore heavy-industry jobs on which 
they could count had all but disappeared. As Lasley discovered 
in her brief affair with Caden, offshore work culture created 

“antifemale paranoia” toward “women who ‘trapped’ them with 
pregnancy, spirited children away over borders…[and] pauper-
ized them in divorce settlements.” Unlike the middle-class 
and educated author, other women on shore did not have the 
independent means to start their lives anew. Onshore jobs were 
as scarce for them as they were for men, and few women were 
willing to work on the rigs. In poetically hard-edged prose, 
Lasley explores offshore rigging culture and the anti–workers’ 
rights culture that created it. She also shows how the hypermu-
scular capitalism in which it is entrenched deforms, and often 
destroys, relationships.

A raw, bold, unsparing memoir.

HOME/LAND
A Memoir of Departure and 
Return
Mead, Rebecca
Knopf (240 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Feb. 8, 2022
978-0-525-65871-9  

A veteran New Yorker writer reflects 
on her midlife return to her native Lon-
don after decades spent in New York City.

Following the unexpected results of 
the 2016 presidential election, Mead moved with her husband 
and adolescent son from Brooklyn back to London, where she 
was born. Since she hadn’t lived in England for more than 30 
years, the experience was a curious mix of homecoming and 
alienation, the distinct strands of which Mead disentangles 
with nuance and writerly sensitivity. She traces her family his-
tory from its humble origins (“Ellen, my mother’s mother, had 
been truly poor as a child”) through a series of different Lon-
don abodes, elegantly weaving in the larger socio-economic 
and urban-planning contexts of the storied city as she moves 
through each generation. In other chapters, Mead considers 
her arrival in New York City as a newly minted college gradu-
ate, her marriage, and the birth of her son. The author’s com-
mentary on these and other phenomena is unfailingly insightful, 
precise, and well written, as one might expect from a longtime 
New Yorker writer, but at times, the material can feel staid, its 
perspective narrow. The book is most engaging when it hews 
closely to Mead’s personal life—e.g., when she notes that her 
90-year-old mother has taken to wearing the color “emerald,” a 
color she adopted in order “to be visible in her old age”; or when 
Mead admits that what she wanted to give her son by uprooting 
him was the “sense of displacement” she herself felt living for 
many years as a British woman in New York. This feeling, she 
writes, was “so constitutional to my own being that I seem to 
have been compelled to make it my son’s inheritance. I have 
given him this questionable gift: a lost place to long for.”

A contemplative memoir about one writer’s return to a 
homeland that no longer feels like home.

A CONSPIRATORIAL LIFE
Robert Welch, the John Birch 
Society and the Revolution of 
American Conservatism
Miller, Edward H.
Univ. of Chicago (464 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-226-44886-2  

The GOP may be Donald Trump’s 
party—but at heart, this book argues, 
it’s really the party of a revanchist John 

Birch Society.
“We live in the age of Robert Welch—whether or not we 

know who he is, what he did, or why he matters.” So writes 

“A raw, bold, unsparing memoir.”
sea state
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Miller in a sometimes-ponderous but nevertheless meritorious 
life of Welch, a candy magnate whose conspiracy theorizing 
foreshadowed today’s QAnon. Welch was an early champion of 
the isolationist “America First” movement, whose slogan Trump 
appropriated, and he fomented ideas that ranged from charging 
that President Dwight D. Eisenhower was a communist agent to 
asserting that Sputnik was a hoax and the Vietnam War was run 
by the Kremlin to advance one-world government. As Miller 
documents, Welch was a brilliant young man who memorized 
thousands of volumes of poetry, literature, and history. Still, he 
descended into what historian Richard Hofstadter called the 

“paranoid style” of interpreting government. By the end of his 
life, Welch believed that it wasn’t the communists after all but 
instead the Illuminati and the Trilateral Commission that con-
trolled the planet. Despite such bizarre views, the John Birch 
Society was successful in the age of Joseph McCarthy and even 
more so in the 1970s, when public trust in government plum-
meted, in part thanks to Richard Nixon, who espoused some 
of Welch’s doctrines. Although, as Miller documents to some-
times tedious length, the John Birch Society fell apart thanks 
to infighting and insolvency, its worldview is alive and well in 
QAnon, the “truther” and “birther” movements, and the main-
stream GOP, the last of which likely embraced it out of sheer 
cynicism. After all, Miller writes, “Welch was an eccentric, a 
conspiracy theorist who said zany things, but he had sincerity.” 
Sincerity is scarcely something one would apply to the current 
run of right-wing politicians, from Trump on down, who seem 
to throw out conspiracy theories willy-nilly to see what sticks.

Though sometimes a slog, a welcome contribution to the 
history of modern right-wing politics at its extremes.

COMEDY COMEDY 
COMEDY DRAMA
A Memoir
Odenkirk, Bob
Random House (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 1, 2022
978-0-399-18051-4  

In his third book, the acclaimed 
actor, writer, and director examines his 
career through comedic and dramatic 
roles. 

Odenkirk begins with his intention to chronicle both his 
successes and his failures, the latter of which constitute “a big 
part of my slog through the muck of showbiz….I promise that if 
I can ascertain a pithy truism, I’ll cough it up onto these pages 
so you can append it to your secret success journal.” The author 
follows his career from sketch comedy in Chicago to writing 
for Saturday Night Live and many other series in the 1990s. 
Odenkirk then examines his partnership with David Cross and 
the cult series Mr. Show With Bob and David (1995-1998), his 
forays into directing, and his best-known role, crooked lawyer 
Saul Goodman in Breaking Bad and its spinoff, Better Call Saul. 
The roller-coaster nature of Hollywood is a consistent theme 
throughout, and Odenkirk hits on a sentiment that many actors 

and directors may share: “I tried just as hard at the stuff that 
didn’t work as I did at the stuff that worked.” He examines 
why certain projects clicked and others flopped, using both a 
conversational tone and the occasional direct input of others. 
Anyone wishing to pursue a career in entertainment, he writes, 
must “keep making new things in spite of every ‘no.’ To some-
how stay in touch with the joy that brought you into the game.” 
As a writer, performer, director, and producer, Odenkirk gives a 
fascinating perspective on many aspects of the industry, and his 
explorations of his later career shift into dramatic roles—e.g., 
The Post in 2017, Little Women in 2019, and Nobody in 2021—are 
illuminating about both his own acting process and the creative 
work of other actors and entertainers.

While clearly aimed at aspiring writers and performers, 
this fun, thoughtful book will appeal to aspirants in any field.

THE DEFENSE LAWYER
The Barry Slotnick Story
Patterson, James & Benjamin Wallace
Little, Brown (416 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Dec. 20, 2021
978-0-316-49437-3  

The Patterson publishing machine 
clanks its way into the nonfiction aisles 
in this lumbering courtroom drama.

Barry Slotnick made a considerable 
fortune and reputation as a defense attor-

ney who had a long list of controversial clients, including mob 
boss John Gotti and Panamanian strongman Manuel Noriega. 
An “urbane lawyer known for his twenty-five-hundred-dollar 
Fioravanti suits, he was not unacquainted with violence,” write 
Patterson and Wallace. One of his early cases, indeed, involved 
a group of Jewish Defense League members who allegedly blew 
up a Broadway producer’s office, killing a woman who worked 
there. Slotnick’s defense was a standard confuse-the-jury ploy, 
but it worked. He put similar tactics to work in his defense of 
Bernhard Goetz, the “subway shooter” whose trial made inter-
national news. The authors open after that trial had concluded 
in yet another Slotnick win, and with a sensational incident: He 
was attacked by a masked man who beat him with a baseball 
bat. The evidence is sketchy, but it seems to place the attack in 
the hands of organized crime—perhaps even Gotti himself. No 
matter: Slotnick, “who saw himself as the foe of the all-power-
ful government” and “liberty’s last champion,” was soon back 
to representing clients including Radovan Karadžić, the mur-
derous Bosnian Serb who was eventually imprisoned for having 
committed genocide; Dewi Sukarno, the widow of Indonesia’s 
similarly bloodstained president, “arrested for slashing the face 
of a fellow socialite with a broken champagne glass at a party 
in Aspen”; and Melania Trump, who had chosen Slotnick “to 
handle her prenup.” In the hands of a John Grisham, the story 
might have come to life, but while Patterson does a serviceable 
if cliché-ridden job of recounting Slotnick’s career, he fails to 
give readers much reason to admire the man.

For Patterson fans who can’t get enough.
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THE BIRTH CERTIFICATE
An American History
Pearson, Susan J.
Univ. of North Carolina (400 pp.) 
$32.95  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-4696-6568-9  

A study of the development of the 
birth certificate.

“The single act of registering a birth…
serves two functions: it creates real-time 
population knowledge and a technology 

for personal identification,” writes Northwestern history pro-
fessor Pearson. She adds that it wasn’t until 1933 that American 
states more or less agreed that these made for good reasons 
to issue records of live births. But even at the dawn of World 
War II, 60 million Americans were undocumented. Birth cer-
tificates were more common along the East Coast than in the 
interior. Reformists concentrated in Eastern cities were inter-
ested in using these documents to help control child labor (by 
proving that exploited workers were too young to hire legally) 
and monitor mandatory school attendance. Naturally, in an 
America wedded to libertarian notions that oppose state con-
trol, such efforts were contested, and even today there is no 
required national birth certificate (though there is a standard 
federal form), as there is in practically every other country in 
the world. Indeed, the strongest parts of this absorbing study 
point to the political uses to which birth certification has been 
applied. This involves, of course, the Trumpian conspiracy 
theory that Barack Obama was born in Kenya, which itself 
has antecedents: Birth certificates were rarer among minority 
populations than among Whites, and of course these papers 
became instruments allowing people to vote, go to school, 
purchase property, and the like. Later uses and misuses of the 
certificate include schemes to restrict the use of restrooms to 
those that “corresponded to the sex on…birth certificates” and 
keep paperless Black Americans from claiming pensions while 
providing scammers with opportunities to sell forged birth 
records. None of this helped with that “real-time population 
knowledge” desideratum. Pearson also looks at the positive 
aspects of the certification efforts in providing key data, which 
would not have come about without the work of private citi-
zens in support of government-fueled science.

Fundamentally of interest to scholars, but an accessible, 
lively study of how a now-standard record came about.

THIS WILL BE FUNNY LATER
A Memoir
Pentland, Jenny
Harper/HarperCollins (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-0-06-296292-8  

Roseanne Barr’s daughter recounts 
living with the glamour and chaos of her 
mother’s stardom.

Before her mother became famous, 
Pentland lived a blue-collar suburban 

life in Denver with her eccentric yet intact family. “Aside 
from being half-naked and feral,” she writes, “we were also 
being raised part atheist, part Jewish, and part Wiccan, with a 
touch of paganism and voodoo thrown in.” She watched as her 
homemaker-turned-waitress mother found unexpected acclaim 
in Denver’s alternative comedy club scene and then moved to 
Los Angeles to do stand-up. Pentland navigated an increasingly 
unstable home life as well as her own struggles with overeat-
ing and acting out while her mother built a career. Too busy to 
attend to her daughter, Barr hired a series of live-in counselors, 
private chefs, and hypnotherapists and sent her to “Fat Camp.” 
The author’s childhood also brought with it scrutiny from the 
media and seemingly everyone around her. In adolescence, she 
went through a series of psychiatric hospitals, wilderness-based 

“self-improvement” camps, and Synanon-affiliated schools with 
mandatory therapy sessions that were “borderline abusive and 
violent.” Barr’s highly publicized divorce from Pentland’s father, 
relationship with “abusive addict” Tom Arnold, and midlife 
pregnancy by her bodyguard only added to the turbulence. The 
author eventually met and married a set dresser whose steady 
presence brought balance to her tumultuous world. Yet even 
after she started the family she always wanted, her life contin-
ued to intersect with her mother’s. When Barr bought a ranch 
in Hawaii, Pentland and her husband moved in as caretakers. 
Several false starts later, the author and her husband finally 
began an island farm life, finally free of Hollywood. This com-
plex, scathingly funny memoir about dealing with the toxic 
glow of fame offers an intimate look at a woman’s struggle to 
shape a life on her own terms. Pentland also provides a unique 
angle on the cult of celebrity and how its effects ripple out far 
beyond just the celebrity.

A mordantly poignant memoir of finding oneself amid hec-
tic external forces.

“A mordantly poignant memoir of finding 
oneself amid hectic external forces.”

this will be funny later
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AUTHORITY AND FREEDOM
A Defense of the Arts
Perl, Jed
Knopf (176 pp.) 
$20.00  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-593-32005-1  

What is art for?
In a wide-ranging study of the nature 

and meaning of artistic creation, art 
critic Perl draws on the work of writ-
ers, composers, choreographers, paint-

ers, sculptors, architects, and actors to examine the tension 
between the “ordering impulse” of authority and the freedom 
to experiment and play, which, he argues, all artists confront 
as they reshape experiences into creative work. “Artistic free-
dom,” Perl argues, “always involves engaging with some idea 
of order,” which the artist understands as a form of authority, 
but to which he doesn’t “necessarily entirely submit.” When 
an artist responds to the tradition and discipline of a particular 
medium, he continually asks, “How do I find freedom within 
authority?” Perl ranges across time, place, and culture—from 
Peter Paul Rubens to Aretha Franklin, Michelangelo to Bau-
haus weaver Anni Albers—to explore ways that artists struggle 
with authority. Their responses can be “grave, reverent, and 
saturnine,” he notes, or skeptical, satirical, or mystical. Besides 
looking directly at artists and their creations, Perl examines 
writers such as Henry James (“The Art of Fiction”), T.S. Eliot 
(“Tradition and the Individual Talent”), and philosophers Han-
nah Arendt and Isaiah Berlin, whose considerations of author-
ity, obedience, and constraint Perl finds salient. The author’s 
overarching aim is to argue that art must be released “from the 
stranglehold of relevance.” In a time of political, social, eco-
nomic, and environmental challenges, Perl regrets that artists, 
and the work they produce, may be expected to comment on 
the pressures of the moment. Labeling art feminist, radical, 
conservative, or gay does not account fully for its meaning in 
the world. Art, Perl insists, has “an authority of its own.” As 
W.H. Auden put it, in an essay on Yeats, “Poetry makes nothing 
happen.” Perl asserts that art allows us “to enter into the life of 
our time or any other time.”

A thoughtful meditation on the transcendence of art.

MY MESS IS A BIT OF A LIFE
Adventures in Anxiety
Pritchett, Georgia
HarperOne (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Feb. 8, 2022
978-0-06-320637-3  

A respected film and TV writer 
looks back on her life and struggles with 
anxiety.

Writing, notes Pritchett, is “just 
something that I like to do” rather than 

something she expected would garner accolades. But after she 

was awarded an “unnecessarily big [Hollywood] trophy,” she 
suddenly felt as though she “was being slowly digested by a 
giant black snake.” The jumbled, depressed author then went 
to a therapist only to find she literally could not talk about any-
thing. So she began to write her story instead. The result is a 
droll memoir that explores the fears that began when, at age 
3, Pritchett had the terrifying realization that “bad things hap-
pen” and “we’re all doomed.” The author portrays herself as a 
neurotic child worried about everything from dying in the night 
to monsters hiding under her bed: “Were they comfy enough? 
How could they sleep on a hard floor surrounded by crumbs and 
dust? Sometimes I slept under the bed so that they could have 
a turn on top.” Pritchett credits her grandfather, acclaimed 
novelist and literary critic V.S. Pritchett, with teaching her 
that writing could be a “lifeline” to escape the hard-edged ran-
domness of life. The author got her first break writing comedy 
for the British media outlet Radio 4 only to have her material 
credited to “George.” Yet even as she experienced success, she 
was still “treated like an imposter”—not only for her lack of a 
degree from a prestigious university, but also because comedy 
itself was dominated by men who treated her with hostility and 
a sense of sexual entitlement. Though some readers may not 
fully appreciate Pritchett’s spare style and the nicknames she 
uses when referring to those who are closest to her, anyone who 
enjoys Pritchett’s work and/or British humor will no doubt like 
this book.

Mordantly understated at times, delightfully sharp-tongued 
at others.

FROM STAIRCASE TO STAGE
The Story of Raekwon and 
the Wu-Tang Clan
Raekwon with Anthony Bozza
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster 
(320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-982168-72-8  

A memoir from the celebrated rapper.
The Wu-Tang Clan has always culti-

vated an air of mystery, and Raekwon is 
one of the most secretive of the Staten Island rappers, so it’s 
refreshing to see how forthcoming he is in his first book. Unlike 
most rappers, Raekwon, aka The Chef, doesn’t really speak or 
rhyme directly. The force behind the Wu-Tang hit “C.R.E.A.M.” 
and the classic solo album Only Built 4 Cuban Linx… makes 
his points more through imagery and vivid descriptions than 
straightforward boasts. However, with the help of noted biog-
rapher Bozza, Raekwon tells his own compelling story with a 
limited number of artistic flourishes. The author tells his truth 
unflinchingly, refusing to gloss over his mistakes or the mistakes 
of others. He covers his troubled youth of petty robbery and 
drug-dealing and the realization after he was shot that he had 
a skill for writing rhymes. He offers a cleareyed walk-through 
of the decision-making process struggling hip-hop artists go 
through when faced with their first record deals. Even though 



they may not be getting what they are due, they often have no 
real leverage. The author applies his no-nonsense approach to 
the world around him. “When you grow up a young black man in 
a poor urban community,” he writes, “you become accustomed 
to what is in front of you and numb to circumstances that ain’t 
right. If you keep your wits about you and find a potential way 
out, you grab it and hold on with all you’ve got. As a fan, hip-hop 
was my escape from reality.” Raekwon offers revelations about 
how his relationship with Wu-Tang Clan leader RZA soured. He 
also discusses the Hulu series Wu-Tang: An American Saga as well 
as how a rare Wu-Tang album ended up in the hands of “Pharma 
Bro” Martin Shkreli.

Raekwon’s raw memoir holds nothing back about his 
stormy life in Wu-Tang Clan and as one of hip-hop’s most-
admired artists.

THE LAST SLAVE SHIP 
The True Story of How 
Clotilda Was Found, 
Her Descendants, and an 
Extraordinary Reckoning
Raines, Ben
Simon & Schuster (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jan. 25, 2022
978-1-982136-04-8  

The complex history behind the 
recent discovery of the last known slave 

ship to convey Africans to the U.S. before the Civil War.
In 2019, environmental journalist Raines, who lives in Ala-

bama, helped unearth from the muddy delta outside Mobile the 
sunken remains of the schooner Clotilda, which made its infa-
mous run to the west coast of Africa in July 1860 and returned 
carrying 110 slaves. “This is the story of that ship,” writes the 
author, “the people shaped by her complex legacy, and the heal-
ing that began on both sides of the Atlantic when her wooden 
carcass finally came to the surface.” Although importing Afri-
cans for slavery had been illegal since 1807, the cost of cotton 
had skyrocketed, and the South desperately needed cheap labor. 
Timothy Meaher, the racist Alabama steamboat captain who 
organized the Clotilda’s voyage, acted partly out of a bet, partly 
to make a fortune from human cargo, but mostly to defy fed-
eral enforcers. Raines weaves an impressively multilayered story, 
building on some of the information he provided in his previous 
book, Saving America’s Amazon (2020). The author discusses the 
reckless slave-owning Southern aristocracy and the brutal slave-
capturing and -running Kingdom of Dahomey (now Benin), 
which “may have been responsible for capturing and deporting 
about 30 percent of all the Africans sold into bondage world-
wide between 1600 and the 1880s.” Raines also focuses on the 
resilient community of Africatown, which the survivors of the 
Clotilda created outside of Mobile in the aftermath of the war. 
Sadly, the survivors could not raise the money to fund their 
return to Africa, but their town thrived, and they forged a com-
munity on their own terms. Raines should be commended for 
his dogged journalistic work locating the sunken ship, which 

the owners tried to destroy, as well as the descendants of those 
original enslaved Africans.

A highly readable, elucidating narrative that investigates 
all the layers of a traumatic history.

CATCH THE SPARROW
A Search for a Sister and the 
Truth of Her Murder
Rear, Rachel
Bloomsbury (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-63557-723-5  

A New York City public schoolteach-
er’s account of her quest to discover 
the truth behind her stepsister’s brutal 
murder.

Rear was 14 when her stepsister, Stephanie, vanished from 
her Greece, New York, apartment in 1991. At the time of Steph-
anie’s disappearance, the author still lived with her mother and 
father, “who was a cruel man, abusive by any measure.” Rear’s 
mother married Stephanie’s widowed father seven years later; 
not long after that, Stephanie’s remains were discovered in a 
shallow creek several miles outside of town. Rear unsuccessfully 
tried writing about her stepsister, a “beloved violin teacher,” 
months before her stepfather died in 2009, but it would not 
be until 2015, six years after a Greece police chief had quietly 
reopened Stephanie’s case, that the author decided to investi-
gate her death. “She’s become more than my muse now; she’s 
my creation. I see her now when I look in the mirror,” writes 
the author. The details that slowly emerged told a troubling 
story that began with the gentle stepfather Rear had known. 
Friends revealed that Jerry had been mentally and physically 
abusive and that Stephanie had been in therapy since childhood. 
Further research revealed that Stephanie, who was periodically 
depressed, had endured further trauma from a boyfriend who 
forced her to have an abortion. The gradual revelations Rear 
makes about her gifted stepsister’s life—along with the tense 
cat-and-mouse story of how two police investigators elicited 
a confession from the psychopathic serial rapist who killed 
Stephanie—make for compellingly suspenseful reading. But the 
book’s greatest strength by far is the way it evokes the “fragility 
of [human] existence” while reminding readers of the terrifying 
and random violence to which women continue to be subjected, 
both at home and in the world.

A chillingly candid memoir and work of true crime.
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“A highly readable, elucidating narrative that 
investigates all the layers of a traumatic history.”
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GEORGE V 
Never a Dull Moment
Ridley, Jane
Harper/HarperCollins (560 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-06-256749-9  

The life of a reluctant monarch.
Drawing on prodigious research, his-

torian Ridley brings astute sensitivity 
to her brisk, authoritative biography of 
George V (1865-1936), an “unpromising 

prince” who evolved “into a statesman king and the founder 
of the modern monarchy.” Badly educated, raised by a mother 
who alternately smothered and neglected him and a father who 
infantilized him, George was not groomed to be king but rather 
a naval officer. His elder brother’s sudden death from typhoid, 
however, put him next in line. Ridley does not inflate the per-
sonality of a man who preferred an ordered life, simple food, 
and the pleasures of shooting birds and collecting stamps. As a 
father, he bullied his sons, especially his eldest, David, the future 
Edward VIII; as a husband, he could be boring and sometimes 
frustratingly opaque. “The biographer searches George’s writ-
ing in vain for an inner life,” Ridley notes. Still, he rose to the 
many challenges of his reign, steering the monarchy through a 
constitutional crisis, the devastation and privations of World 
War I, the revolution that ended in the murder of his cousin 
Czar Nicholas II, “the collapse of dynastic Europe, Irish Home 
Rule, strikes, Bolshevism, the rise of the Labour Party and the 
Great Depression—only to be outmaneuvered by an American 
divorcee.” Ascending to the throne in 1911, after his father’s 
unexpected death, he became an “arbitrator-monarch,” con-
fronting a host of political and Parliamentary problems. Dur-
ing the war, he added the role of “a service monarchy, making 
direct contact with ordinary people, similar to the institution 
as it is today.” Ridley makes Queen Mary, too often relegated 
to the shadows in biographies of her husband, central to this 
one, debunking the “royal myth” of her indifference and cold-
ness to her children; elaborating on her contributions to British 
culture; and portraying her as strong, decisive, and regal.

An engrossing history of an eventful reign.

SEVEN GAMES
A Human History
Roeder, Oliver
Norton (272 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jan. 25, 2022
978-1-324-00377-9  

It’s often man vs. machine in this 
beguiling foray into games and why we 
play them.

New York City–based journalist Roeder, 
a former senior writer for FiveThirtyEight, 

traverses the globe and centuries in his lively quest to understand the 
appeal of a handful of sophisticated games that “offer simplified 

models of a dauntingly complicated world, with dynamics that 
we can grasp and master”—checkers, chess, Go, backgammon, 
poker, Scrabble, and bridge. An entertaining storyteller, the 
author provides numerous profiles of those who were especially 
proficient at these games as he explores the appeal, strategies, 
and intricacies of each—beginning with checkers, “whose repu-
tation as a child’s game belies its haunting depth.” Over 40 years 
and more than 1,000 competitive matches, Marion Tinsley, “the 
Ernest Shackleton of the game,” only lost three games. In 1963, 
blind Robert Nealey was the first to compete against an early 
computer, never losing. The “program itself was an achievement 
and a watershed,” proving computers could learn via artificial 
intelligence. Chess was a skill every good knight should possess. 
From chess hustlers in Manhattan’s Washington Square Park to 
the baffling Mechanical Turk, Alan Turing, chess-playing com-
puter programs, and some of the great chess masters, Roeder 
describes what makes the game so complex, mesmerizing, and 
addictive. Go, which originated in China more than 2,000 years 
ago, is “often touted as the most complex board game played by 
humans.” Played with simple black and white stones, its rules 

“are stark and elegant, as if they were discovered rather than 
invented.” Backgammon, Roeder suggests, balances luck and 
skill, placing it somewhere between chess and poker, a “game of 
imperfect information,” while bridge “requires memory and wis-
dom, prudence and risk, and empathy—for both friend and foe.” 
Poker, meanwhile, is “the world’s most popular card game in our 
capitalistic age.” And then there’s Scrabble, “turning a heap of 
letters into a beautiful spider web of words on the board.”

A smartly informative book that should inspire readers to 
try a new game. 

LOST IN THE VALLEY 
OF DEATH
A Story of Obsession and 
Danger in the Himalayas
Rustad, Harley
Harper/HarperCollins (304 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-06-296596-7  

The tale of an experienced world 
trekker who disappeared during a spiri-
tual quest in the Himalayas.

A well-trained American survivalist who had created a kind 
of cult following on social media through his arduous pursuits 
in the wild, Justin Alexander Shetler was just 35 when he van-
ished in the Parvati Valley in the late summer of 2016. Journalist 
Rustad has extensively interviewed those involved in Shetler’s 
life’s tale and disappearance. At the time, he was trekking to 
Mantalai Lake, “a holy site associated with Shiva” and “a mani-
festation of the divine,” with a sadhu, or holy man, before tak-
ing off on his own. The author underscores the dangerous lure 
of this part of the world, nicknamed the Valley of Shadows or 
the Valley of Death. “Since the early 1990s,” he writes, “dozens 
of international backpackers have vanished without a trace 
while traveling in and around the Parvati Valley, an average of 



one every year, earning this tiny, remote sliver of the subconti-
nent a dark reputation as India’s backpacker Bermuda Triangle.” 
Shetler was born in Florida and “raised in a religiously fluid 
and open household,” but after his parents divorced, he moved 
to Montana briefly and then to a small town outside Portland, 
Oregon. He was fascinated by the wilderness from an early age, 
and he trained as a tracker at the Wilderness Awareness School. 
He became disenchanted by Western materialism and yearned 
for a more authentic life, and he seemed to constantly have to 
challenge and reinvent himself, as his blogs revealed. Rustad 
does a good job probing Shetler’s motives, similar to those of 
many other Western adventurers. Was his disappearance an 
accident or the result of foul play by robbers and drug runners? 
Or did Shetler intend to escape his life and drop off the grid? 
There’s no definitive answer, but the journey is fascinating and 
well rendered.

A thorough, journalistic exploration of the mindset of a 
seeker on a visionary quest.

LOST & FOUND
A Memoir
Schulz, Kathryn
Random House (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-525-51246-2  

A Pulitzer Prize–winning New Yorker 
staff writer muses on the interconnect-
edness of loss and gain.

Losing her father made Schulz feel 
all too keenly how a once “familiar world 

[could suddenly] feel alien and inaccessible.” But in the year 
before he died, the author also met the woman whose presence 
would counterbalance her father’s devastating absence. In this 
memoir, Schulz transforms this extraordinary coincidence of 
major life events—death and falling in love—into an extended, 
philosophically edged reflection on the meaning of losing and 
its opposite, finding. Starting with the former, Schulz examines 
etymology. “The verb ‘to lose’ has its taproot sunk in sorrow,” 
she writes, but only around the 14th and 15th centuries did the 
word begin to expand in meaning to encompass “the circle of 
what we can lose.” Drawing on such disparate topics as the sud-
den disappearance of Malaysia Airlines Flight 370 in 2014 and 
the poetry of Elizabeth Bishop, Schulz observes that losses are 
devastating to us not just because “they defy reality but because 
they reveal it” in all its ephemeral fragility. In the second section, 
the tone lightens considerably as the author contrasts loss with 
two forms of finding: recovery, which “reverses the impact of 
loss,” and discovery, which “changes our world.” Her voice aglow 
with wonderment, Schulz then tells the story of how she met 
fellow writer C. A friend had introduced them via email, but the 
day they met, the author’s brain began the “life-altering orga-
nization” that eventually led to Schulz’s offering C. her dead 
father’s wedding ring as a symbol of moving forward in love 
rather than remaining paralyzed for fear of future loss. Elegant 
and thought-provoking, Schulz’s book is as much a celebration 

of the circle of life as it is an elegant reminder to all that “we are 
here to keep watch, not to keep.”

A searchingly intelligent memoir and psychological 
meditation. 

HOME IN THE WORLD 
A Memoir
Sen, Amartya
Liveright/Norton (464 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Jan. 25, 2022
978-1-324-09161-5  

The Nobel Prize winner fashions a 
moving, heartfelt memoir of his early 
life before and after Partition in Bengali 
India.

Always reflective and erudite, Sen 
(b. 1933), a professor of economics and philosophy at Harvard, 
reminisces on his academic and personal influences, creating 
an engaging portrait of a significant intellectual life. The son 
of urban Bengalis—his father was an academic who taught at 
Dhaka University, in what is now Bangladesh, and his mother 
was a modern dancer—the author traces his early upbringing 
studying Sanskrit with his father and grandfather, much influ-
enced by the visionary, poet, and philosopher Rabindranath 
Tagore. Sen was sent to Tagore’s school in Shantiniketan, now 
in West Bengal, India, where he lived with his grandparents 
(after Partition in 1947, his family would be displaced there) 
and embarked on a kind of alternative, literary education with-
out exams or corporeal punishment. Sen would incorporate in 
his later economic training the enormous tragedy of the Ben-
gal famine of 1943, which he witnessed firsthand. “Starvation,” 
he writes, “is a characteristic of people not being able to buy 
enough food in the market—not of there being not enough food 
in the market.” Sen went on to study in Calcutta before moving 
to Trinity College, Cambridge, and then further advanced stud-
ies and research in the U.S. The author smoothly interweaves 
the rich history of the Bengali culture into his autobiography, 
often returning to discussions of British influence: “Two hun-
dred years is a long time. What did the British achieve in India, 
and what did they fail to accomplish?” Sen also provides deeply 
personal, often moving reflections on the course of his aca-
demic work in welfare economics, a subject that was initially 
dismissed as irrelevant at Cambridge—but that would eventu-
ally win him the Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences 
in 1998.

Illuminating and wonderfully accessible as both an inti-
mate coming-of-age tale and a crash course in economics.
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“Illuminating and wonderfully accessible as both an intimate
coming-of-age tale and a crash course in economics.”
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WISH IT LASTED FOREVER
Life With the Larry Bird 
Celtics
Shaughnessy, Dan
Scribner (256 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-982169-97-8  

A veteran Boston-based sports jour-
nalist writes of the glory days of the 
Celtics.

Dubbed “Scoop” for his abilities to 
dig out stories no one else got, Shaughnessy, an associate edi-
tor at the Boston Globe, takes his title from an exhortation by 
Hall of Fame player Bill Walton. Said Walton of the Celtics in 
the 1980s, “You cannot overemphasize in your book how much 
fun this was….It was what you dream about and I wish it lasted 
forever.” Long since retired, Larry Bird would agree. He had a 
hardscrabble youth in a small town in southern Indiana, quit 
college and a sports scholarship, and clawed his way back into 
play by finding the right NCAA team and the right coach, all 
of which brought him to the Celtics. The team had long since 
served as a model for other NBA teams for its low-ego play 
and ethnic inclusiveness, and it took seriously an ethos about 
which Shaughnessy writes, simply, “Basketball is the game for 
everyman.” True, it’s catholic and forgiving, but basketball of 
the sort that Bird and teammates, such as the irrepressible M.L. 
Carr, played was a different matter entirely. Shaughnessy’s high 
point is the championship run of 1984, when the Celtics defied 
a powerful Los Angeles Lakers to take the crown. Throughout, 
the author is amiable and self-effacing, but the best parts of his 
book are the you-are-there accounts of the on-the-hardwood 
battling in a contest so fierce that Laker Kareem Abdul-Jabbar 
was forced into an oxygen mask to recover, “a disturbing visual 
for folks watching back home in LA.” Goofy and often funny, 
Shaughnessy’s book offers considerable insight into the making 
of a winning team in the hands of players whom some consider 
to be the greatest in the history of the game.

A treat for fans of the old Boston Celtics and for roundball 
fans generally.

WALKING MIRACLE
How Faith, Positive Thinking, 
and Passion for Football 
Brought Me Back From 
Paralysis...and Helped Me 
Find Purpose
Shazier, Ryan with Larry Platt
Grand Central Publishing (256 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 30, 2021
978-1-5387-0625-1  

A former NFL star writes about an 
on-field injury that threatened to paralyze him for life.

Shazier, a standout linebacker at Ohio State and with 
the Pittsburgh Steelers, liked nothing better than to smack 

up against the opposing line, and especially to sack opposing 
quarterbacks. Unfortunately, before the league rules changed, 
Shazier was a devotee of helmet-to-helmet contact, collisions 
that were “always dangerous”: They subject both offensive and 
defensive players to the danger of breaking a neck or experi-
encing a major concussion. Shazier found that danger realized 
in a game against Cincinnati, when, after a fairly routine tackle, 
he was unable to move his legs. Working with accomplished 
sportswriter Platt, Shazier digs into the statistics surrounding 
injuries in the football world. For example, defensive backs and 
linebackers suffer the greatest incidence of spinal injuries on 
the gridiron, and the numbers are appalling. The author’s injury 
was different in that it involved a back already compromised by 
scoliosis. With a grim medical outlook at first, it seemed that 
he might be forever wheelchair-bound, but Shazier fought the 
odds: “It actually took more fight and will and stamina to walk 
on a treadmill in the six months after my injury than it ever did 
to leave it all on the practice field as an NFL player….On the 
treadmill, I was fighting my own body.” Now retired from the 
game, Shazier launched a foundation to aid people with spinal 
injuries—he reckons there are about 295,000 in the U.S.—and 
fund research. He also draws on his Christian faith and appre-
ciation of Roman stoicism to offer thoughts on how to keep 
going “when things look so bleak you want to quit,” thoughts 
given without the hollow rah-rah of so many sports-oriented 
motivational texts.

Inspirational reading for athletes and, in particular, those 
injured in the pursuit of the prize.

GOD
An Anatomy
Stavrakopoulou, Francesca
Knopf (608 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Jan. 25, 2022
978-0-525-52045-0  

A biblical scholar sets out to recover 
the Bible’s clear image of God as a cor-
poreal being, with a physical form both 
resembling the human body yet also 
magnificently superior to it.

Stavrakopoulou, a professor of ancient religion and the 
Hebrew Bible at the University of Exeter, argues that Judaism 
and, later, Christianity spiritualized the God of ancient Israel 
through the centuries. In so doing, once clearly anthropomor-
phic passages of Scripture were given completely allegorical 
meanings. As the author notes in the conclusion, “the real God 
of the Bible was an ancient Levantine deity whose footsteps 
shook the earth, whose voice thundered through the skies 
and whose beauty and radiance dazzled his worshippers.” The 
author presents a lengthy and well-researched tome that draws 
on multiple ancient sources and archaeological findings to redis-
cover the physicality of ancient gods and especially the bodily 
nature of the God of Israel. Stavrakopoulou explores this God 
one part at a time: feet and legs, genitals, torso, arms and hands, 
and, finally, head. She explores a remarkable range of Scripture 



in which Israel’s God is described in fully anthropomorphic 
terms—and often with attributes of character and action more 
akin to a god of Olympus than the God of modern Abrahamic 
religions. The God Stavrakopoulou reveals is a warrior and a 
lover who lives in close proximity to his people. At times, the 
author’s rejection of allegorical interpretations of this God is 
unyielding—e.g., her treatment of scriptural descriptions of 
God fathering his believers through his lover. Nonetheless, 
Stavrakopoulou provides a refreshing look at ancient Scripture 
and the people behind it, reminding readers that the concept of 

“God” in the 21st century is a world away from that of the earliest 
people of Israel.

A challenging, engaging work of scholarship that sheds 
new light on ancient Hebrew conceptions of the divine.

POOR RICHARD’S WOMEN
Deborah Read Franklin and 
the Other Women Behind the 
Founding Father
Stuart, Nancy Rubin
Beacon Press (224 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Feb. 8, 2022
978-0-8070-1130-0  

A journalist and social historian 
explores how Benjamin Franklin “was 
fascinated by the fair sex but considered 

the currents between them as dangerous as electricity.”
Most people know Franklin as the scientist, statesman, 

and eminent man of American letters. But as Stuart, executive 
director of the Cape Cod Writers Center, demonstrates in this 
biography, beneath the distinguished façade was a man who 

“privately struggled with prudence and passion.” Born to a Brit-
ish “soap and tallow candle maker” and his New England wife, 
Franklin later fled to Philadelphia after breaking an apprentice-
ship contract with his brother, a master printer. Stuart argues 
that Franklin’s pragmatism accounted for the choice he made 
to wed Deborah Read, a wealthy carpenter’s daughter. For the 
duration of their common-law marriage, she managed Frank-
lin’s business affairs, bore his daughter Sally, and raised the son 
he had by a different woman. “While not intellectually bril-
liant like Ben,” writes Stuart, “Deborah was an astute business-
woman and devoted helpmate who not only contributed to his 
early success but also attended to his complex business affairs 
during his years overseas.” His passionate midlife flirtations 
with a much younger family friend did not imperil their rela-
tionship; nor did Deborah’s decision to remain in Philadelphia 
while he traveled to Britain as a colonial agent. His motherly 
landlady, Margaret Stevenson, quickly became the unacknowl-
edged “second wife” with whom he lived contentedly during his 
years in London. But neither of these “wives” was ever able to 
quell Franklin’s passions. His later years as senior statesman in 
France brought with them two intense—but ultimately uncon-
summated—simultaneous romances with a beautiful but mar-
ried and possessive young aristocrat, Madame Brillon, and a 
much older “freewheeling” widow, Madame Helvétius. This 

readable, well-researched book will appeal to those interested 
in the unruly intimate life of archrationalist Franklin as well as 
students of the too-often-ignored roles of women in the histori-
cal record.

A revealing document about early American history.

THE GOOD LIFE METHOD
Reasoning Through the Big 
Questions of Happiness, 
Faith, and Meaning
Sullivan, Meghan & Paul Blaschko
Penguin Press (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-984880-30-7  

How to live virtuously and well.
In 2016, Notre Dame philosophy 

professors Sullivan and Blaschko began 
teaching a course called God and the Good Life, which became 
hugely popular among undergraduates. Their aim, they write, 
was to help students to live more intentionally and to take agency 
and responsibility for their choices. Drawing on the content and 
pedagogy of that course, the authors offer a warm, empathetic 
guide for examining the quality and meaning of one’s own 
life. They encourage readers to hone their ability to pose and 
answer strong questions—“the kinds of questions that uncover 
our deeper reasons for believing and doing what we do”; to pay 
loving attention to others’ stories; and to think about “how 
the episodes of your life fit together.” The first half of the 
book considers everyday philosophical challenges, “questions 
about money, work, family life, and political friction.” The sec-
ond half focuses on existential matters such as faith, suffering, 
and death. Each chapter concludes with exercises designed to 
prompt self-awareness about the connection of one’s choices to 
one’s ethical and moral goals. Throughout, the authors contrast 
effective altruism with virtue ethics, two philosophical per-
spectives that lead to quite different ways of defining a morally 
good life. While effective altruists, such as philosopher Peter 
Singer, believe one should earn as much as possible in order 
to give away as much as possible, virtue ethicists believe that “ 

‘care for the soul’ is the most important work any of us can do.” 
That work requires training and practice. The authors draw on 
thinkers from Plato to William James, St. Thomas Aquinas to 
Kierkegaard, Aristotle to Iris Murdoch as they present a wide 
range of responses to much-debated moral questions. The 
authors themselves share candid reflections on the evolution of 
their own thinking, including “philosophical apologies”—that 
is, defenses—of many hard decisions they’ve made.

Thoughtful contemplations about thorny moral questions.
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KINGDOM OF 
CHARACTERS 
The Language 
Revolution That Made 
China Modern
Tsu, Jing
Riverhead (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-0-7352-1472-9  

How the oldest living written lan-
guage has had to modernize and adapt.

Because of the highly complicated ideographic nature of 
the Chinese written language, both the West and China’s own 
people have long striven to decipher its meaning and power. Tra-
ditionally, only the elite could master the elaborate script, since 
it took too long to write and was hard to learn. When China was 
confronted with “catching up” with the West by the late 19th 
century, the task of modernizing and adaptation was enormous. 
Tsu, a Yale professor of East Asian studies who emigrated from 
Taiwan to the U.S. as a child, has a unique and poignant perspec-
tive on having to adapt to the Western alphabet and a different 
mode of critical thinking. “The two language worlds did not 
accord; they clashed,” she writes. The author reviews the basic 
properties of the Chinese script as it transformed via characters, 
strokes, components, radicals, and tone. She explores Wang 
Zhao’s first attempts to modernize Mandarin during the mid-
1900s in the spirit of reform and in response to Japan’s attempts 
to modernize its own language; the first mapping of the ideo-
graphic keyboards for typewriters (adapted for a few thousand 
commonly used Chinese characters rather than the letters of 
the Roman alphabet), which allowed Chinese to become a part 
of the telegraphy revolution; the deconstruction of the lan-
guage for categorizing and indexing for libraries; and the Com-
munist Party’s attempts to simplify and modernize in the 1950s 
using roman script instead of ideograms. Purists might object, 
but literacy rates have increased hugely—to 96.8 percent by 
2018, according to Tsu’s reckoning. The linguistic and historical 
threads the author weaves together are complex, but her engag-
ing tone makes the book accessible for general readers.

An engaging, relevant work that delves into the linguistic 
past in order to predict China’s future success in the world.

THROUGH THE BANKS OF THE 
RED CEDAR
My Father and the Team That 
Changed the Game
Washington, Maya
Little A (220 pp.)
$24.95  |  Jan. 1, 2022
978-1-5420-1667-4  

A documentary filmmaker transforms 
the death of a football star and actor into 
the opportunity to delve into her father’s 

storied past.

When legendary defensive lineman Bubba Smith died in 
2011, Washington felt compelled to know more about her father, 
Gene, one of Smith’s childhood friends. The two had played 
in an all-Black league in Texas, earned sports scholarships to 
Michigan State, and went on to play professionally. But it was 
not until Washington began researching them for a documen-
tary film that she realized just how remarkable their achieve-
ments were. MSU had recruited both men in the early 1960s to 
play for legendary football coach Duffy Daugherty. His vision-
ary work creating an athletic pipeline from the still-segregated 
South to the more integrated North was considered an “experi-
ment,” which made the pressure to succeed intense for all his 
African American players. National turmoil over racial issues 
led to racist “gentlemen’s agreements” with Southern colleges 
that forced Daugherty to bench his Black players during games. 
Nevertheless, Gene, Bubba, and their teammates transformed 
the Spartan football team into a national power and became 
sought-after recruits for predominantly White pro football 
teams. Washington’s depiction of how Smith and her father’s 
pioneering roles in sports helped her appreciate her own “free-
dom of thought and movement” in the post–civil rights era 
world is poignant. “For better or worse,” she writes, “I am their 
shouts to heaven, the rage and sorrow they left at their altars, 
and every rumble of hope in the deepest hollow of their drums.” 
However, the author’s enthusiastic desire to interweave other 
stories, related to, for example, the history of Blacks in Ameri-
can football, the civil rights movement, her own life, and the 
lives of other players, too often disrupts the main narrative. The 
book should appeal to college football enthusiasts, especially 
those interested in how racial issues impacted the sport during 
the 20th century.

A warm, fondly remembered, yet flawed memoir.

IT’S BETTER TO 
BE FEARED 
The New England 
Patriots Dynasty and the 
Pursuit of Greatness
Wickersham, Seth
Liveright/Norton (512 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-63149-823-7  

A deep dive into the modern New 
England Patriots, the most successful 

NFL franchise of the past 20 years.
As a quarterback, Tom Brady has always been known for 

his public face, one of confidence, optimism, and overall good 
cheer. There are darker moments, writes ESPN correspon-
dent Wickersham, and numerous episodes where team player 
Brady showed an overinflated ego. “Fans knew little about his 
demons and insecurities,” he writes, “and the fact that low-
rung staffers—invisible servants—seemed to hold a level of 
contempt for Brady not only revealed him as a perfectionist 
who couldn’t handle mistakes, but also as a man keenly aware 
of the discrepancy in stature.” That discrepancy owed to a 

“An engaging, relevant work that delves into the linguistic
past in order to predict China’s future success in the world.”

kingdom of characters



long, tortuous relationship with head coach Bill Belichick, 
emotionally aloof even as Brady was emotionally needy, and of 
a mindset that held that football players, no matter how bril-
liant, were mere employees. For all the head-butting, Brady and 
Belichick crafted a team that, though not without problems, 
developed an enviable record. Wickersham’s fly-on-the-wall 
accounts are fascinating, but he’s at his best when he explains, 
carefully and evenhandedly, how the business of football works. 
He also serves up the best account of “Deflategate,” the scan-
dal whereby it was revealed that Brady, or at least his handlers, 
played with a game ball that was outside league specifications. 
Brady paid for the transgression with public humiliation, and so 
did Belichick, who traversed two narratives: “One said he was 
football’s smartest and most prepared coach; the other held 
that he would cross any line to win.” Brady’s anger that Patriots 
management didn’t shield him was one of many reasons that he 
left the team in 2020. As Wickersham suggests, now the narra-
tive will turn to which of the two was most responsible for the 
Pats’ phenomenal run.

Exemplary sports journalism that examines the front 
office and dueling egos as much as the gridiron.

HEARTBREAK
A Personal and Scientific 
Journey
Williams, Florence
Norton (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-324-00348-9  

A deep dive into the meaning of 
heartbreak.

At 50, Williams, a contributing edi-
tor at Outside and science writer for other 

publications, found herself “completely, existentially freaked” 
by a divorce from the man she had been with since she was 18. 
She immediately sought to make sense of her pain by research-
ing heartbreak, but she discovered scant research about “what 
happens on the other side” of falling in love. In this three-part 
book, Williams draws on personal experiences, readings, and 
interviews to piece together her shattered emotions and explain 
the “complex emotional trauma” behind romantic heartbreak. 
The early emotional fallout of her divorce contextualizes the 
observations she makes in the first section. As Williams awk-
wardly attempted to “regain my sexual confidence” and push 
the boundaries of her limited romantic experiences, she also 
explored studies on such topics as the relationship between 
love and heart health and the power of awe as a tool to help 
the newly single “see themselves as part of a larger, meaning-
ful reality.” In the second section, the author probes the impact 
of heartbreak on the body. Unexpectedly diagnosed with Type 
1 diabetes, she found research that showed how the stress of 
heartbreak and the resulting loneliness can lead to physiologi-
cal problems at the cellular level. Williams then put the idea 
that awe can heal into practice and went on nature getaways and 
canoeing and rafting trips in the Rocky Mountains to help her 

reboot her overtaxed nervous system and “jump-start the pro-
cess of calming the fuck down.” In the third section, Williams 
records her late-stage healing experiments with psychedelic 
drugs as well as an eye-opening visit to the Museum of Bro-
ken Relationships in Zagreb, Croatia. Complex and thought-
fully researched, this book appealingly chronicles healing from 
emotional loss and offers fascinating scientific insights into the 
mechanics and impacts of romantic grief.

A provocative and rewarding reading experience.

DISORIENTATION
Being Black in the World
Williams, Ian
Europa Compass (224 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Nov. 30, 2021
978-1-60945-739-6  

Toronto-based poet and short story 
writer Williams contemplates race and 
racism in this thoughtful narrative.

Even though Canadians are gener-
ally less confrontational than Americans, 

there are still plenty of issues to contend with. “In Canada,” 
writes the author, “there’s still a sense that a Black Canadian is 
from elsewhere—not Canada. Maybe the Caribbean or Africa. 
White Canadians keep looking for a source of that Blackness, 
whereas white Americans know that Black people are as much 
a historical part of their country as white people are.” As a 
Black man, he writes, “You’re not going to say anything what-
soever about race, because you’re not stupid.” The narrative is a 
potent thinking-aloud exercise that helps Williams sort out his 
thoughts on race and privilege, and he hits on many provocative 
points where in at least one sense he has the upper hand: “Race 
is one of the few places where white people actually defer to 
Black people without challenge.” Many of his lodestar points 
are literary, as when he dissects an exchange that David Foster 
Wallace once had with a Black student, demanding that she pro-
duce work in Standard Written—read White—English, which 

“is perceived as the dialect of education and intelligence.” Wal-
lace’s position may have evolved—or not; in any event, Williams 
allows for that evolution since a person is entitled to exchange 
opinions. There are matters beyond opinion, though—e.g., the 
prevalence, still, of the N-word, the “ubiquity of evidence and 
cases of violence against Black people,” and the fact that “both 
America and Canada are created on white power.” In every 
regard, sensitive to nuance and history, Williams writes search-
ingly of matters such as the murder of George Floyd, the tra-
vails of biracial children, and the daily injustices Black people 
face, no matter what side of the border they call home.

A lyrical, closely observed contribution to the literature of 
race and social justice.
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RISE 
A Pop History of Asian 
America From the 
Nineties to Now
Yang, Jeff & Phil Yu & Philip Wang
Mariner Books (496 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 1, 2022
978-0-358-50809-0  

A fun and informative book about 
the explosion of Asian American culture in recent decades.

In the past 30 years, there has been a wave of successful 
Asian-background artists, writers, actors, bloggers, and entre-
preneurs who were born in America or arrived here when young. 
Until 1965, write Yang, Yu, and Wang, there were limits on the 
number of (legal) immigrants from Asia; for years after that, 
most arrivals were fleeing poverty or persecution. They focused 
mainly on building lives for their families, but the next gen-
eration showed an energetic, outward-looking diversity. This 
book—a collection of essays, interviews, illustrations, and even 
some comic-book pages—reflects that broad range. There are 
maps showing where Asian communities have developed and 
timelines indicating the key steps in overcoming social barriers. 
There is no question that there has been painful discrimination 
in the past, and it still exists, but great progress has been made. 
The authors examine the concept of “yellowface,” where White 
actors played Asians, mainly as caricatures, and several essays 
look at the roots of racism. In the 1990s and 2000s, Asian coun-
tries were beginning to export culture: anime, movies, fashion, 
and music. That did much to break down anti-Asian senti-
ment, and the internet provided another springboard for Asian 
Americans to dive into the cultural currents. There is a difficult 
duality in the position of coming from one culture and growing 
into another, although it provides a heightened sense of obser-
vation of both sides. The image of the divided self often finds 
expression in comedy, and the comments from Asian American 
stand-up comics are hilarious, made more so by the thread of 
poignancy in the mix. Finding the balance between the future 
and the past is a continuing journey, and, as for most travelers, 
the crucial question is what you choose to take with you and 
what you leave behind.

A hip, entertaining book, as imaginative in its presentation 
and stories as the generation it portrays.

FREE
A Child and a Country at the 
End of History
Ypi, Lea
Norton (256 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-0-393-86773-2  

An Albanian writer reflects on her 
personal experience of her country’s 
transition out of Soviet-style socialism 
and into civil war.

Growing up, Ypi, a professor of political theory at the 
London School of Economics, had complete faith in what she 
was taught in school. At home, she urged her parents to dis-
play a picture of Prime Minister Enver Hoxha—whom she and 
her classmates called “Uncle Enver”—in their living room. At 
school, she was thrilled to be chosen to join the Pioneers of 
Enver, a socialist youth group, a year before the rest of her peers. 
It wasn’t until the country’s first “free and fair election” that Ypi 
realized her own parents had never supported the repressive 
government and, in fact, were grateful to see it fall. Even more 
shocking were the family secrets that her parents, now unafraid, 
revealed to her in rapid succession: Her beloved grandmother 
used to be an aristocrat so well connected that she attended 
a royal wedding; a “former prime minister whom I had grown 
up despising” was her great-grandfather; and her mother came 
from a long line of formerly wealthy property owners. In the 
years that followed, Ypi weathered not only a changing country, 
but also a changing sense of self, as she released political beliefs 
she had held for decades. The author’s narrative voice is stun-
ning, expertly balancing humor, pathos, and deep affection for 
the characters and places that defined her past. She is adept 
at immersing readers in her childhood experiences of unques-
tioned loyalty to “The Party” while also maintaining a tongue-
in-cheek, critical distance from what she now recognizes as a 
tyrannical regime. However, while the scenes and characteriza-
tions are captivating, the book lacks a clear narrative arc, mak-
ing the chapters feel more like a loose collection of memories 
than a cohesive story.

A poignant, humorous memoir about growing up during 
the decline and fall of the Iron Curtain.

A SHOT TO SAVE THE WORLD
The Inside Story of the Life-
or-Death Race for a Covid-19 
Vaccine
Zuckerman, Gregory
Portfolio (384 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-593-42039-3  

Not the first but a thorough, journal-
istic history of viral vaccines culminating 
with Covid-19: a spectacular achieve-

ment in which entrepreneurs played as great a role as scientists.
Zuckerman, Special Writer at the Wall Street Journal, 

recounts the lives of brilliant researchers, but he gives equal 
space to drug companies, both established (Merck, Pfizer) 
and fairly new (Moderna, Novavax). Not charitable institu-
tions, they give vaccines a low priority because there is little 
profit in them. It’s more lucrative to sell medicine taken daily 
for life. Drug companies perk up when governments spend 
money, so their responses to AIDS, MERS, SARS, and Ebola—
all viral epidemics—were swift and large in scale. But nothing 
matched the response to the devastating Covid-19 pandemic. 
Zuckerman describes the massive investment, research, and 
testing that produced effective vaccines that have so far saved 

“A hip, entertaining book, as imaginative in its presentation
and stories as the generation it portrays.”

rise
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hundreds of thousands of lives and prevented at least 1.25 mil-
lion additional hospitalizations. The author emphasizes that 
this was a dazzling advance because the average vaccine took 
10 years to produce. The fastest was mumps, which took four; 
developing Covid vaccines took one. Rewinding the clock to 
1979, Zuckerman describes the onset of the AIDS epidemic and 
the ongoing, still unsuccessful efforts to produce a vaccine for 
HIV. Moving steadily toward the present, the author delivers 
interesting capsule biographies of fiercely workaholic scientists 
and tireless promoters seeking to commercialize their ideas in 
the battle against subsequent epidemics. Readers will learn a 
great deal, perhaps more than they want to know, about vac-
cine science even before Covid makes its appearance more than 
halfway through the narrative. Thereafter, Zuckerman offers a 
blow-by-blow account of the cutting-edge technology and mad-
dening politics that led to effective vaccines in record time. He 
carries his story to summer 2021, when the virus staged a vicious 
comeback and researchers scrambled for solutions. While not 
certain, it’s possible that Covid will not be eliminated like small-
pox but remain as a seasonal disease like influenza.

An intensely researched, rewarding account of an impres-
sive medical triumph.
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These titles earned the Kirkus Star: BOOKED
Alexander, Kwame
Illus. by Dawud Anyabwile
Etch/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-358-16181-3 
Series: Crossover 

Eighth grader Nick Hall is a smart 
kid and a rising soccer star struggling 
with some rather sizable obstacles off 
the pitch in this graphic adaptation of 

Alexander’s 2016 verse novel by the same name.
Despite being quick on his feet and clever enough to 

dodge his schoolwork, Nick can’t as easily maneuver around 
his parents’ impending separation, sending his life into a bit 
of a spiral. Black-and-white illustrations with striking green 
accents from Anyabwile complement an emotional narrative 
about the forces kicking Nick while he’s already down. High 
expectations from his father, incessant bullying, and a sud-
den health scare that gets in the way of soccer aspirations 
pile on top of Nick during an already challenging stage of 
adolescence. But distance from his mother throughout all of 
this exacerbates a heartbreakingly relatable sinking feeling 
that necessitates professional intervention to help Nick work 
through his hurt. While the free-verse text may not always be 
an intuitive read for many traditional graphic-novel fans—
especially when it comes to following dialogue—Alexander’s 
poetic storytelling and knack for language wrap around fun 
and expressive artwork to make for an inarguably charming 
format that may especially hold appeal for reluctant readers. 
Main characters are Black, and there is racial diversity in the 
supporting cast.

A hard-fought emotional score. (Graphic fiction. 10-13)
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DREAM, ANNIE, DREAM
Brown, Waka T.
Quill Tree Books/ 
HarperCollins (352 pp.)
$16.99  |  Jan. 25, 2022
978-0-06-301716-0



THE THREE PRINCES 
OF SERENDIP
New Tellings of Old Tales 
for Everyone
Al Galidi, Rodaan
Trans. by Laura Watkinson
Illus. by Geertje Aalders
Candlewick (144 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-5362-1450-5  

From a Dutch Iraqi author and storyteller, a collection of 
folktales that take place in ancient Iraq and Persia.

Characters range from humble to royal and include animals 
and even magical speaking objects. Familiar themes such as 
staying true to oneself and finding contentment in one’s circum-
stances are woven into the tales, sometimes as straightforward 
adages (“If you are satisfied with what you have, then you are 
rich”; “we must not listen to others, but to…our own hearts”), 
other times with complex twists and turns that challenge read-
ers to deduce their own moral before arriving at the ending. 
Many stories are presented within frames, and the relationship 
between storyteller and listener changes throughout; some-
times it’s father and son, other times grandmother and grand-
child; still others it’s friends. There is a strong undercurrent of 
humor, as in the tale told by one traveler to another—who falls 
asleep before the raconteur is finished. Aalders’ vivid, brilliantly 
colored cut-paper illustrations present insects and vegetables 
with the same loving level of detail as scenes of the Euphrates, 
palaces, and expansive deserts. Two stories feature characters 
who twist Islam into a bitter, untrue faith, to be corrected by 
a loving God in the end; they are the only explicitly religious 
characters in the book. Short, witty, and direct, these tales make 
perfect short bedtime reads or interludes during the day. 

Pithy tellings accompanied by sumptuous illustrations 
make for a delightful collection. (collector’s note) (Folktales. 
7-12)

RILEY’S GHOST
Anderson, John David
Walden Pond Press/HarperCollins 
(368 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-06-298597-2  

Haunted by both middle school 
classmates and actual ghosts, a tween 
gets caught in a frightful situation.

Thirteen-year-old Riley Flynn, a sen-
sitive, caring vegetarian, struggles to fit 

in at Northridge Middle School, where she is viciously bullied. 
Her social situation goes from bad to worse when her refusal 
to dissect a frog in science class prompts a jock classmate to 
cruelly prank her. The prank sets off a chain of events that ulti-
mately land Riley locked in the science lab supply closet after 
school hours by some cruel girls. Riley escapes the closet only 

to discover she’s trapped inside the school. Her only companion 
is Max, the ghost of a dead man who has possessed the body 
of a half-dissected frog. Max warns of another, more danger-
ous ghost. Between mysterious messages, strange noises, and 
glimpses of memories that aren’t her own, can Riley survive 
the school’s haunted halls and make it out alive? Anderson’s lat-
est carries a similar anti-bullying message to his Posted (2017), 
although packaged with creepy, ghoulish fare. The steadily paced 
narrative mixes Riley’s memories with present horrors, giving 
a periodic reprieve from chills and thrills. Overall, this ghost 
story is more character-driven than pulse-pounding. Its slowly 
unraveling central mystery presents a humanizing account of 
outcasts, the friends who betray them, and the trauma that fol-
lows. Riley and the majority of the cast are coded White. 

School-based spooks backed by a strong social message. 
(Paranormal. 10-14)

AARON SLATER, 
ILLUSTRATOR 
Beaty, Andrea
Illus. by David Roberts
Abrams (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-4197-5396-1 
Series: Questioneers 

The latest book in the Questioneer 
series centers an African American boy who has dyslexia. 

Roberts’ characteristic cartoon illustrations open on a fam-
ily of six that includes two mothers of color, children of vari-
ous abilities and racial presentations, and two very amused cats. 
In a style more expressive and stirring than other books in the 
series, Beaty presents a boy overcoming insecurities related to 
reading comprehension. Like Harlem Renaissance artist Aaron 
Douglas, the boy’s namesake, the protagonist loves to draw. 
More than drawing, however, young Aaron wishes to write, but 
when he tries to read, the letters appear scrambled (effectively 
illustrated with a string of wobbly, often backward letters that 
trail across the pages). The child retreats into drawing. After an 
entire school year of struggle, Aaron decides to just “blend in.” 
At the beginning of the next school year, a writing prompt from 
a new teacher inspires Aaron, who spends his evening attempt-
ing to write “a story. Write something true.” The next day in 
class, having failed to put words on paper, Aaron finds his voice 
and launches into a story that shows how “beauty and kindness 
and loving and art / lend courage to all with a welcoming heart.” 
In the illustration, a tableau of colorful mythological beings 
embodies Aaron’s tale. The text is set in a dyslexia-friendly type. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Empathetic art and lyrical text blend for a touching and 
empowering tale. (author’s note, illustrator’s note) (Picture 
book. 5-8)
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FAMILY
Berenstain, Mike
Random House (32 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-593-30244-6 
Series: Berenstain Bears Gifts of the Spirit 

It’s Brother’s birthday, and it’s the 
best ever.

Unlike other Berenstain Bears titles, this one is more about 
appreciating what you have than about teaching any particu-
lar lesson, per se. While preparations for his birthday party 
are underway, Brother asks Mama if Uncle Tex and Aunt May, 
who live out West, are really going to attend. With a hug and a 
little tear over how Brother’s grown, Mama pulls out the photo 
album, and both parents talk about what a blessing family is. 
This gets the cubs thinking about all the family time they’ve 
enjoyed, both good and bad, and Mama and the cubs share their 
favorite moments. The doorbell puts an end to the reminis-
cences and a start to the festivities, which are over all too soon 
in an abrupt ending that may have readers searching for missing 
pages. After Uncle Tex whispers that he hopes Brother likes his 
presents, readers never see what’s inside the beribboned boxes. 
And while Brother blows out his candles, the book ends with 
the family described (but not seen) as settling down to eat cake. 
Perhaps this is the lesson after all—readers don’t see the gifts 
or the cake-eating but they do see the family time, which is the 
important part and precisely what makes this Brother’s best 
birthday. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Those sneaky bears are getting better about disguising 
their lessons, but their conclusions still need some work. (Pic-
ture book. 4-8)

COFFEE, RABBIT, 
SNOWDROP, LOST 
Birkjær, Betina
Illus. by Anna Margrethe Kjærgaard
Trans. by Sinéad Quirke Køngerskov
Enchanted Lion Books (44 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-59270-373-9  

A special relationship between 
grandfather and the grandchild he calls Stump changes as 
Grandpa slides into dementia.

The story gently and positively documents a very com-
mon Alzheimer’s progression—from loss of words to loss of 
competence in many areas. Told in present tense by the young 
White narrator, whose real name we never learn, it moves from 
a time when Stump’s grandfather knew the Latin names of all 
the plants he cared for to a time when he could no longer do 
jigsaw puzzles or set the table and had lost interest in nearly 
everything. It’s the child who first notices changes. One night 
Grandpa wanders out alone in the snow, looking for the rabbit 
that was a childhood pet. Stump and her grandmother head out 
together to bring him home, beginning a new stage of caring for 

him, using familiar sensations to help him reminisce and engage. 
An afterword, aimed at adult readers, explains this process. The 
lengthy, relatively simple text, smoothly translated from the 
Danish by Køngerskov, rests atop cream-colored pages opposite 
full-bleed illustrations. Gouache pastels depict the cozy interior 
of the grandparents’ house, the lush flowers of the sunroom, and 
the cold gray of the snowy night of searching. Colorful at the 
beginning, the palette shrinks to grays as Grandpa’s depression 
and dementia set in; color returns with the positive ending.

Child-centered, accurate, and engagingly told. (Picture book. 
5-10)

THAT’S BETTY!
The Story of Betty White
Bonsignore, Gregory
Illus. by Jennifer M. Potter
Henry Holt (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 23, 2021
978-1-250-79660-8  
Series: Who Did It First?

A playful tour of Betty White’s life. 
A brown-skinned boy’s face lights up 

in class. Having just learned about a new assignment, choosing 
a “trailblazing woman” for a presentation, he knows precisely 
whom to study: Betty White. More than one person suggests 
he pick a more “traditional” subject, but the boy is adamant. 
At the library, the boy meets a mysterious woman in the stacks 
who just happens to be an expert on White and helps him bring 
his research to life. The boy learns all about White’s ground-
breaking career, including her early days as a television host; her 
production credits, rare for women in the 1950s; her insistent 
support of a Black dancer during 1954’s The Betty White Show; 
her work for the American Humane Society; and her awards 
and starring roles. Finally, the boy is ready to dress up as his 
heroine for his class presentation. And who should appear in 
the classroom? That’s Betty! Sincere in its intentions but with 
some awkward moments (a character named “Darian the Veg-
etarian Librarian”), this LGBTQ+–friendly selection offers a 
mirror to children intent on being themselves and focusing on 
their unique interests, gender-typical or not. Lively illustrations 
feature a diverse cast. The boy has two fathers, one White and 
one Black, and the multiracial classroom includes a student 
in a wheelchair and a teacher with brown skin. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A well-intentioned biographical selection about Betty 
White that is consciously inclusive and diverse. (timeline, 
sources) (Picture book/biography. 6-10)

“Child-centered, accurate, and engagingly told.” 
coffee, rabbit, snowdrop, lost
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SLUG IN LOVE
Bright, Rachel
Illus. by Nadia Shireen
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Dec. 14, 2021
978-1-66590-046-1  

A slug longs for a hug and finds it unexpectedly.
Doug the slug would really like a hug and plods on, seek-

ing affection. But a caterpillar, bug, spider, and worm want no 
part of hugging a slug. They are just not feeling it (might they 
feel sluggish?), voicing their disdain in no uncertain terms with 
expressions like, “Grimy, slippy!” and “Squelchy, slimy!” What’s 
a slug to do? Undeterred, Doug keeps trying. He meets Gail, a 
snail with crimson lipstick and hip, red glasses; she happens to 
be as grimy and squelchy as he is, so he figures she is the hugger 
of his dreams. The two embark upon a madcap romantic court-
ship. Alas, Gail also draws the (slimy) line at hugging Doug. 
Finally, mournful Doug meets the best hugger and the true love 

of his life, proving there’s someone for everyone. This charmer 
will have readers rooting for Doug (and perhaps even want-
ing to hug him). Expressed in simple, jaunty verses that read 
and scan smoothly, the brief tale revolves around words that 
mainly rhyme with Doug and slug. Given that the story stretches 
vocabulary so well with regard to rhyming words, children can 
be challenged after a read-aloud session to offer up words that 
rhyme with slug and snail. The colorful and humorous illustra-
tions are lively and cheerful; googly-eyed Doug is, like the other 
characters, entertaining and expressive. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Sweet, reassuring fun—and a story to fully embrace. (Pic-
ture book. 4-8)
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THE GIRL IN THE LAKE
Brown, India Hill
Scholastic (224 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-338-67888-8  

While spending a week with their 
grandparents, cousins are haunted by a 
ghost.

Celeste did poorly in her last swim-
ming lesson, so she is dreading the 
summer trip to her grandparents’ lake 

house. Mom insists that Grandad Jim can teach Celeste how 
to swim—loving the water and learning how to swim are very 
important to their Black family—but this doesn’t assuage her 
fear, and she has nightmares about falling into a body of water. 
As Celeste starts to settle in, strange things begin happening—a 
flickering light, the sound of footsteps in the attic at night, and 
strange events that family members attribute to Celeste even 
when she insists it wasn’t her. And then Celeste sees someone in 
the bathroom mirror—a girl who looks exactly like her. Celeste 
confronts her grandparents with her suspicion that the house is 
haunted, and Grandma Judy reveals that her sister, Ellie, whom 
Celeste uncannily resembles, drowned in the lake after being 
barred from Whites-only lessons at the local swimming pool. 
Although Grandma Judy insists that Ellie would never hurt any 
of them, the cousins are not convinced and race to discover the 
truth before someone really gets hurt. The pacing is strong, and 
Celeste is a character who will resonate with readers. Brown 
expertly reminds readers that the truth is scarier than fiction 
especially when it comes to historical truths and lived realities 
whose impacts echo through the generations.

A gripping scary story weaving in the history of segrega-
tion. (Paranormal. 8-12)

BELIEVE IN YOURSELF
What We Learned From 
Arthur
Brown, Marc
Little, Brown (128 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-7595-5456-6  

The iconic aardvark gets a celebra-
tory tome.

Arthur, Francine, Buster, D.W., and 
the rest of Elwood City celebrate 25 years 

of working, learning, and playing together in this rose-colored 
glimpse back at the Arthur series and eponymous television 
show. Life lessons, quotes, and warmly rendered illustrations 
pepper five sections ranging from “Believe in Yourself ” to 
“Believe in Opening Your Eyes, Ears, and Heart” and “Believe in 
a Wonderful Kind of Day.” Less a treasury and more of a keep-
sake, this volume will mean the world to those who grew up 
watching the PBS program and reading the accompanying pic-
ture books and will mean very little to everyone else. The layout 

provides popular quotes from the books and show as well as new 
pieces of artwork that will delight die-hard fans. The material is 
thin but always encouraging, making for a poor reference text 
but an excellent eighth grade graduation present. Marc Brown’s 
creation has earned the love and respect of generations, and 
most readers will find something amusing in here, e.g., a D.W. 
witticism or hilarious joke from Buster that will remind them 
of weekday afternoons spent watching Arthur after finishing 
homework. The book never exploits this connection, instead 
seeking to pointedly remind readers of the lessons Arthur and 
his pals (including Pal the dog!) taught them and each other. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A sweet ode to a ’90s favorite. (Picture book. 4-8)

DREAM, ANNIE, DREAM 
Brown, Waka T.
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(352 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jan. 25, 2022
978-0-06-301716-0  

A Japanese American girl pursues her 
dreams amid the racism of middle school 
in 1987 Kansas.

Twelve-year-old Aoi Inoue has big 
dreams. She dreams of playing basketball 

in the NBA. She dreams of becoming an actress and winning an 
Oscar. Being one of the only Asian kids isn’t easy, however, and 
facing endless hassles with her name, she reinvents herself as 
Annie Enoway. An exciting opportunity arises when the local 
theater puts on the play Annie—but is it realistic to hope to be 
cast as the famous redhead? When seventh grade starts, Annie 
makes the basketball team and gets a more prominent role than 
she expected in the school play, The King and I, but that in turn 
brings accusations from peers of an unfair advantage based 
on race. As Annie takes part in all these activities, she keeps 
encountering people with opinions and biases about who she is 
and what she can do as an Asian girl. Navigating middle school 
also includes the complications of a first crush, strict teachers, 
and changing friendships. This is a captivating coming-of-age 
story of determination, as bilingual Annie begins to understand 
the racism she, her brother, and her immigrant parents face 
daily. Brown eloquently addresses the history of Asian immigra-
tion, microaggressions, the model minority myth, stereotyping, 
and the impact of the lack of representation.

An eye-opening, inspiring story of growing up, facing 
obstacles, and chasing your dreams anyway. (author’s note) 
(Fiction. 8-12)



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1  n o v e m b e r  2 0 2 1   |   7 7

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

THE SISTER WHO ATE HER 
BROTHERS
And Other Gruesome Tales
Campbell, Jen
Illus. by Adam de Souza
Thames & Hudson (120 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Nov. 23, 2021
978-0-500-65258-9  

Fourteen international stories embrace 
their gore. 

Poet Campbell directly addresses 
readers in the foreword to this collection of grisly tales from 
around the world, explaining that, once upon a time, these 
“brilliant, horrible tales” were well known. But people altered 
them and gave them “ ‘happily ever afters’ where nothing really 
awful happened and, well, a lot of them became boring.” This 
collection of unsourced stories intentionally avoids the Disney-
fication of folklore: A Chinese girl is mummified by the skin of 
a horse that wants to marry her; a greedy Russian prince marries 
a button-eyed cuckoo resembling his sister; Korean children are 
tricked into eating their parents. These tales are disturbing—
and satisfyingly so—but in ways that might make it hard to find 
an appropriate audience. Readers who are ready for stories of 
wine (or could it be clotted blood?) and seven wives impregnated 
at once might feel like they’re too old for a collection of fairy 
tales, although certainly many gore-loving middle-grade read-
ers will devour these. Atmospheric illustrations pair effectively 
with the text, and Campbell departs from tradition to include 
overtly feminist stories as well as gay and lesbian romance with-
out a hint of societal condemnation. An afterword explains 
more about the author’s perspective and reasons behind some 
of the liberties she takes with the original stories. Characters 
are presented as racially diverse. 

Creepy and progressive. (Folklore. 9-13)

SEEKING FREEDOM
The Untold Story of Fortress 
Monroe and the Ending of 
Slavery in America
Castrovilla, Selene
Illus. by E.B. Lewis
Calkins Creek/Boyds Mills (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-63592-582-1  

The story of how two men and a fortress paved the way to 
freedom for an entire population.

It is May 1861, and George Scott—a formerly enslaved man 
hiding in the Virginia town of Hampton—hears the story of 
three Black men’s escape to a nearby Union fortress. Remark-
ably, the three men were not returned. After seeing more Black 
men enter the fortress, Scott decides to have a look for himself. 
Upon entering Fortress Monroe, he meets Maj. Gen. Benjamin 
Franklin Butler, who interviews newcomers and seeks informa-
tion about the Confederate soldiers. Butler quickly becomes 

impressed with Scott’s knowledge of the area and the Confed-
eracy and sends Scott on a special mission—to track the soldiers 
and relay their whereabouts. Scott’s efforts—and Butler’s deci-
sion to keep formerly enslaved people as contraband—save the 
fortress and contribute to the passing of the Confiscation Act 
of 1861. The succinct text allows the art to take center stage 
while relaying pertinent information. What is lost to the brief 
text is put on display in the rich backmatter, which gives a more 
in-depth look at life for the contraband and the effect of But-
ler’s decision to turn the fortress into a place of refuge. The 
watercolor illustrations present eye-catching images; readers 
can nearly feel the rough texture of the very woods Scott ran 
through. (This book was reviewed digitally.) 

A dramatic, superbly illustrated account of a little-known 
story. (notes on the aftermath, the contrabands, Benjamin 
Butler’s legacy, George Scott, and Fort Monroe; bibliography; 
the proclamation on the establishment of the Fort Monroe 
National Monument) (Informational picture book. 7-10)

“The succinct text allows the art to take center 
stage while relaying pertinent information.”

seeking freedom
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HEAD TO HEAD
18 Linked Portraits of People 
Who Changed the World
Cornabas, Baptist
Illus. by Antoine Corbineau
Schiffer (84 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 28, 2021
978-0-7643-6226-2  

Renowned achievers go nose-to-nose 
on fold-out pages.

Mixing contemporary celebrities with historical figures, Cor-
bineau pairs off his gallery of full-page portraits by theme, the 
images all reworked from photos or prints into cut-paper col-
lages with highly saturated hues. Gandhi and Rosa Parks exem-
plify nonviolent protest; Mother Teresa and Angelina Jolie are 
(mostly) commended for their work with impoverished people; 
and a “common point” between Gutenberg and Mark Zucker-
berg is that both revolutionized the ways we communicate. The 
portraits, on opposite ends of gatefolds, open to reveal short 
biographies flanking explanatory essays. Women and people of 
color are distinctly underrepresented. There are a few surprises, 
such as guillotined French playwright Olympe de Gouges, linked 
for her feminism with actress Emma Watson; extreme free-fall 
jumper Felix Baumgartner, paired with fellow aerialist record-
seeker Amelia Earhart; and Nelson Mandela’s co–freedom fighter 
Jean Moulin, a leader of the French Resistance. In another depar-
ture from the usual run of inspirational panegyrics, Cornabas 
slips in the occasional provocative claim, noting that many coun-
tries considered Mandela’s African National Congress a terrorist 
organization and that Mother Teresa, believing that suffering was 
“a gift from God,” rarely gave her patients painkillers. Although 
perhaps only some of these subjects “changed the world” in any 
significant sense, all come off as admirable—for their ambition, 
strength of character, and drive. 

Several unexpected connections, though Eurocentric 
overall and lacking in racial diversity. (map, timeline) (Collective 
biography. 8-11)

CREATURES
How Adventurers, Artists, 
Scientists—and You—Can 
Protect Earth’s Animals
Debbink, Andrea
Illus. by Asia Orlando
Quirk Books (192 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-68369-268-3 
Series: The Wild World Handbook, 2 

This handbook spotlights wildlife in our world, people who 
study and protect it, and ways to safeguard habitats and the crea-
tures who live there. 

Debbink—who featured habitats around the world in the 
previous series entry, 2021’s Habitats—explores the creatures who 
share our world. The book’s scope is wide-ranging: Chapters are 

devoted to insects, birds, reptiles and amphibians, land animals, 
ocean creatures, freshwater life, and city wildlife. Within each 
chapter there’s an introduction; a page of facts; biographical 
information for people who have observed and described those 
creatures; a profile of an animal; a “natural wonder” (such as the 
remarkable marine journeys of ocean creatures); an example of 
people helping animals; two do-it-yourself activities; and stew-
ardship suggestions on individual, local, and global levels. From 
Maria Merian observing insects in the 1600s to modern-day 
Tomas Diagne protecting turtles in Africa to filmmaker Dora 
Nightingale filming foxes in the U.K., the biographies are widely 
diverse. Hands-on activities are similarly varied. Reliable web ref-
erences for further information are included, though some rec-
ommended apps aren’t available in the U.S. The author writes in 
a clear and engaging style, often addressing the reader directly, 
though there are some inaccuracies in the text. With such a broad 
scope, it is not surprising that some of the exposition seems over-
simplified. Pleasing illustrations depict children of varying racial 
representations exploring outdoors.

A valuable resource that deserves more careful editing. 
(bibliography, index) (Nonfiction. 9-14)

J.D. AND THE HAIR SHOW 
SHOWDOWN
Dillard, J.
Illus. by Akeem S. Roberts
Kokila (128 pp.) 
$15.99  |  $6.99 paper  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-0-593-11158-1
978-0-593-11160-4 paper 
Series: J.D. the Kid Barber, 3 

In this third installment of the J.D. 
the Kid Barber series, J.D. takes his new-

found viral fame on the road thanks to a sponsored invitation to 
Atlanta’s Beauty Brothers Hair Expo. 

This bighearted series explores the business pursuit of a young 
Black barber and his impressive skill set. Into this illustrated chap-
ter book Dillard weaves the language and tools of the trade—clip-
pers, guards, and neck strips—and the process of a proper haircut: 
“I grabbed my clippers and put my 1½ guard on and began to cut 
with the grain of the hair.” Readers also see J.D. navigate many of 
the choices involved in maintaining a successful business: engaging 
with customers’ preferences, developing an inventive and unique 
service style, and exploring strategies that allow for increased effi-
ciency. On the family front, J.D. is reunited with his father; the 
two often speak, but since J.D.’s parents separated, visits between 
father and son have been less frequent. Readers will be eager to 
see if J.D. will make the most of an opportunity to showcase his 
skills on the big stage—and with one of his favorite kid rappers, Li’l 
Eazy Breezy, watching from the audience. The book, like the series 
thus far, understands that being a barber in a Black community can 
serve as a significant role of influence, and the book imparts some 
important lessons about following one’s passions.

A celebration of the entrepreneurial spirit with swag and 
style. (Fiction. 6-9)

“Imparts important lessons about following one’s passions.”
j.d. and the hair show showdown
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THE VERY TRUE LEGEND OF 
THE MONGOLIAN DEATH 
WORMS
Fay, Sandra
Godwin Books/Henry Holt (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-250-77608-2  

A family of Mongolian death worms 
attempts to right their reputation.

Mongolian death worms are notoriously “the most terrify-
ing and deadly creatures.” Legend has it they are even poison-
ous and capable of releasing electric shocks in dry atmospheres. 
With their pointy teeth and unsettling mouths, which appear 
perpetually open and drip with green drool, a family of four 
death worms brainstorms ideas in an effort to improve their 
unfortunate optics and change the minds and hearts of their 
Gobi Desert–dwelling neighbors. Maybe name tags or snazzy 
outfits will appear welcoming. And everyone loves cupcakes, 
right? Each attempt to impress the neighbors fails, but when a 
natural disaster strikes, their inherent skills as Mongolian death 
worms prove heroic. Fay’s story of a hopeful family of unsightly 
death worms addresses common themes, including the battling 
of preconceived notions and accepting others. The worms, with 
their googly eyes and expressive faces, communicate in short 
quips via comics-style speech bubbles, enhancing the book’s 
lighthearted tone. The illustrations, produced with potato 
prints and watercolors, depict the death worms in textured 
pinks (with lime-green drool), juxtaposed against the neutral 
palette of the desert setting and the cool tones of the other ani-
mals who live there. Brief backmatter with source notes gives 
readers some context for the legend of the Mongolian death 
worm and notes scientific debate about the creatures’ existence. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A humorous story of the importance of seeing past first 
impressions. (Picture book. 4-8)

WHERE DID WE COME FROM?
A Simple Exploration of the 
Universe, Evolution, and 
Physics
Ferrie, Chris
Sourcebooks eXplore (40 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-4926-7122-0  

This exploration of evolution is laid out in very simple terms 
for young readers. 

The book begins by tracing the development of matter 
from a quark to a solar system. It then describes the evolution 
of life at the genetic level, invoking the theory of natural selec-
tion using simple, child-friendly terms. Next, it explores where 
children come from and how scientific theories are created 
and tested. The text ends by circling back to a reminder about 
particles and quarks; this is confusing, as it reverses the book’s 
original claim that quarks become particles. Each page of the 

book features one short phrase and one illustration that seem 
meant to spark conversation. Should a parent want to learn 
more, there are notes on each term at the book’s close. The 
book’s text is simple but lyrical, aimed at very young readers. 
The pictures are bold and clever, utilizing a vibrant color pal-
ette sure to engage children. Unfortunately, several of the pages 
are problematic. The use of a male and female couple feels het-
eronormative—especially considering that an increasing num-
ber of same-sex couples are having babies that are genetically 
related to them—and the use of the word tribe is antiquated 
and outdated. Other pages suffer from missed opportunities, 
such as the use of Einstein to represent a scientist rather than 
someone equally recognizable but more diverse. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A flawed picture book about the origins of life. (Picture book. 
4-8)
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Muralist and children’s book author Katie Yamasaki 
didn’t always know she wanted to make art. In fact, she says, 
she was “a little bit intimidated by it” before she began tak-
ing drawing classes in college. Readers of her new children’s 
book, Dad Bakes (Norton Young Readers, Oct. 26), would 
never suspect her hesitation—her saturated colors and lush 
scenes of a father-daughter pair are a study in warmth and 
affection, with the young narrator watching her father go 
about his daily routine as a baker. 

Yamasaki is the illustrator of six previous books, three of 
which she wrote or co-wrote, covering a range of topics from 
famous proverbs of the African diaspora to the life story of 
Soichiro Honda, founder of the Honda Motor Company. 
Dad Bakes tells the simple and spare story of a father getting 

up early to go to work at a bakery before returning home 
to teach his daughter how to bake. “We mix, / we knead, / 
we roll,” says the young narrator. But when she tries to get 
a peek at the rising loaf, her father tells her to wait. “The 
bread needs peace,” he says. As night falls, he presents her 
with a loaf in the shape of a teddy bear. 

The book’s backmatter tells the story of Yamasaki’s in-
volvement with formerly incarcerated parents and their 
children, a vantage that informs the reading and rereading 
of this story. But for Yamasaki, it was crucial that the fa-
ther’s time in prison is never mentioned in the story itself; 
the reader sees only the tenderness with which the father 
treats his daughter as he makes his way through a single day. 

“I want the reader to have a chance to just get to know the 
dad, just as a dad and as a person,” she says. 

For Yamasaki, part of the beauty of this story is in the 
patience required in bread making—and life. “I did want to 
show how the waiting can also be kind of an opportunity,” 
she adds. “While these kids are waiting for their parents to 
come back, how can we support them and provide them with 
enriched experiences?” Yamasaki appreciated the chance to 
illustrate this patience through the father’s baking craft, as 
he rewards his daughter with a painstakingly made gift. 

Yamasaki first began working with incarcerated parents 
and their children when she was commissioned to paint a 
mural at a women’s prison in Mexico in 2009. The laws were 
such that a mother with a child under 4 years old who had 
nowhere else to send that child would have to bring them 
along with her into prison. At first, Yamasaki says, the pris-
on wanted a “cheerful decorative mural for the kids.” In-
stead, the mothers asked her for something different. “The 
mothers [said], ‘we want to tell our stories,’ ” Yamasaki re-
calls. They wanted a mural to reflect “their journey and their 
trauma.” 

After her time in Mexico, Yamasaki went on to work 
with incarcerated mothers at New York’s Rikers Island 
whose children were living in East Harlem. “I had months of 
workshops with these mothers, and then we designed a mu-

M
ichael Chung

BEHIND THE BOOK

Dad Bakes
In her new picture book, Katie Yamasaki teaches children patience 
through the practice of baking
BY JOHANNA ZWIRNER
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ral for their kids, and the kids painted it in East Harlem. And 
then the kids did the reverse,” she remembers. The project 
solidified her abiding sense of what it means to miss some-
body—that “we all can resonate with that feeling and also 
that people are more than the worst thing that’s happened 
[to them].”

Yamasaki’s work is full of dreamy, vibrant color and un-
furling landscapes. While she does not always plan her pal-
ette, she says that for Dad Bakes, the paintings were born out 
of many layers of color and the fullness that emerges from 
working on a piece over time. So much about the prison 
landscape is “a very harsh deprivation of sensory experienc-
es that are positive,” she reflects. “I wanted [the book] to feel 
like warm smells and growing plants.”

Part of that warmth and comfort is the rhythm of bak-
ing, a rhythm Yamasaki first learned when working with such 
collectives as the Detroit Catholic Pastoral Alliance, whose 
bakery was the site of Yamasaki’s mural of Trayvon Martin. 
Her involvement with community organizations is an inheri-
tance from her father, who worked at cooperative housing 
sites in Detroit. Many of these collectives have a religious 
bent, and Yamasaki cites her own “activist Catholic house-
hold” in her childhood home north of Detroit as a part of 
what inspires her projects. 

Yamasaki is a mother herself, and her 4-year-old daughter 
has benefited from the baking projects in this book. “She’s 
made teddy bear bread with my mom,” Yamasaki says. But 
beyond the recipes (which she promised to send me via post-
card), she has observed the close father-daughter bond in 
her own daughter and husband. Above all, she reflects, this 
book has helped her to see the treatment of mothers in pris-
on more clearly: “There’s so much stigma. I hope that this 
[book] will just be part of the movement of people seeing 
each other more clearly.”

Johanna Zwirner is the editorial assistant. Dad Bakes received a 
starred review in the Sept. 1, 2021, issue.
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JUST LIKE ME
Gooding, Louise
Illus. by Cathy Hookey, Caterina Delli Carri, 
Angel Chang & Melissa  Iwai
Bonnier/Trafalgar (96 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Nov. 1, 2021
978-1-78741-848-6  

Gooding’s debut profiles 40 famous 
people with disabilities.

The author, a mother of children with disabilities, opens 
the book with a note about her desire to find role models for 
her children. To that end, she alphabetically introduces racially 
diverse disabled people from around the world and throughout 
history. Diagnoses range from autism to limb difference. Histor-
ical figures include Japanese peace advocate Sadako Sasaki, who 
developed leukemia after the bombing of Hiroshima, and Amer-
ican abolitionist Harriet Tubman, who led fellow slaves to free-
dom despite epilepsy. Contemporary figures include athletes, 
authors, and entertainers: Polio survivor and Paralympian Mal-
athi Krishnamurthy-Holla remains “one of the fastest female 
Indian athletes in a wheelchair”; Japanese nonverbal author 
Naoki Higashida penned popular books describing autism; 
English actor Daniel Radcliffe deals with dyspraxia, a coordina-
tion disorder; and Australian Madeline Stuart is the first profes-
sional model with Down syndrome. Each profile begins with 
an uplifting quote and concludes with a sidebar explaining the 
subject’s disability. Unfortunately, some sidebars emphasize col-
loquial over scientific terms. For instance, Stephen Hawking’s 
disability is named eponymously (Lou Gehrig’s disease), “also 
known as ALS,” instead of with its scientific name, amyotrophic 
lateral sclerosis. Occasionally, vague phrasing creates confusion, 
such as when the author writes that a speech-generating device 
enabled Hawking to communicate by using a “touchpad.” (A 
hand clicker became his primary input method.) Various illus-
trators’ realistic renditions of smiling subjects complement the 
upbeat (albeit somewhat dry) text.

Inspirational but occasionally unclear. (glossary, quote 
sources) (Collective biography. 8-10)

AMAH FARAWAY
Greanias, Margaret Chiu
Illus. by Tracy Subisak
Bloomsbury (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 25, 2022
978-1-5476-0721-1  

A child and her grandmother connect across the miles 
through food and fellowship.

Kylie is anxious as she departs San Francisco for Taipei to 
visit Amah, whom she doesn’t often visit. In Taipei, Kylie nego-
tiates unfamiliar situations, including a banquet replete with 
“steaming food” and many aunts, uncles, and cousins (“actual…
or not?”). Kylie remains hesitant and keeps her physical and 
emotional distance while her mother and Amah play in the 
park and drag her through a night market. Kylie’s attitude shifts 
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midway through the story when she decides to give the hot 
springs a try and discovers she loves them. As a result, Kylie 
enthusiastically explores her environment, transforming into 
the leader of their expeditions. The verbal and visual narratives 
here mirror the first half of the story with changes in context: 
Kylie now embraces, for instance, the “Chinese donuts,” which 
resemble savory churros. The backmatter contains biographi-
cal anecdotes from the author and the illustrator, information 
about some of Taipei’s tourist attractions, and a note about pop-
ular foods in Taiwan and their symbolism in Chinese traditional 
culture. These descriptions, both from women with Taiwanese 
grandmothers, reflect the diverse cultural makeup of Taiwan’s 
population as it has shifted during the last two centuries. The 
Chinese-language phrases—shown in traditional characters as 
if composed by a child’s hand, minor errors and all—comprise 
another distinguishing feature in centering the experiences of 
the diaspora. 

An au courant portrayal of a transnational childhood. (Pic-
ture book. 5-8)

I DON’T WANT TO READ THIS 
BOOK
Greenfield, Max
Illus. by Mike Lowery
Putnam (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-593-32606-0  

After declaring refusal to do so, an 
unseen narrator reads this book. 

The book’s title appears as a Post-it note attached to the 
cover. With lighthearted, whimsical word-art drawings, hand-
lettering, a clipped pace, and a palette dominated by a warm 
peach tone, the story features a wry and opinionated offstage 
narrator who provides metatextual commentary about the 
scorned book at hand. “Let me guess...Words,” says the snarky 
narrator about what to expect when opening the book. Some 
words, such as the word doubt with its useless letter B, are “plain 
ridiculous.” And then there are unnecessarily large words, such 
as infinitesimal, which (confoundingly) means “small.” By now, 
the narrator has reached peak crankiness. The next objects of 
the narrator’s ire are sentences, described as “too many words 
all smushed together,” followed by paragraphs (“Just looking at 
a paragraph exhausts me”) and chapters. (Cue Chapter 2!) The 
hyperbolic vexation is genuinely funny as medium and mes-
sage converge. Words, sentences, paragraphs, an entire chap-
ter, and the ending are presented in this anti-reading diatribe, 
the end depicted in triumphant, celebratory fireworks. Green-
field’s gentle satire and Lowery’s genuinely entertaining cartoon 
translation of prose to art might charm even avid readers (who 
may remember once agreeing with some of the narrator’s senti-
ments). (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A feisty manifesto and appealing visual experience for 
those who find books thrust upon them. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE MYSTERY OF THE 
MISSING MEXICAN MOLÉ
Haldar, Raj
Illus. by Neha Rawat
Sourcebooks eXplore (160 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $5.99 paper  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-72824-085-5
978-1-72822-208-0 paper 
Series: Word Travelers, 2 

What begins as curiosity about the 
meaning of a word—thanks to a choco-

late bar with the word CHOCOLATL imprinted on it—becomes 
a journey of a lifetime.

Intrigued by the chocolate bar, MJ and Eddie rush to grab 
the Awesome Enchanted Book (AEB, as they call it) to look up 
the word’s origin. They learn that chocolatl is an ancient Aztec 
word, and soon enough the AEB spins its magic, transporting 
the duo away. MJ and Eddie wind up in vibrant Mexico, where 
a young girl named Rosa recruits them on a mission to help 
find her missing Abuelita. Only Abuelita knows the recipe for 
the special molé that will help Rosa’s family restaurant during 
Dia de los Muertos. The three young detectives, however, must 
move quickly. After all, the owner of a competing restaurant 
covets the molé recipe for himself. Following a series of rid-
dles left behind by Abuelita, MJ, Eddie, and Rosa travel across 
Mexico—from Frida Kahlo’s La Casa Azul to the rainforests of 
Jalapa—to find Abuelita and obtain the secret recipe. A candy-
flavored etymological romp through a kaleidoscope version of 
Mexico, this latest episode in the series keeps the word-happy 
spirit of its predecessor and manages to infuse a sunny strand 
of humor. Cultural exploration and lively artwork continue this 
series’ dedication to knowledge-seeking in the name of fun, 
with a small, diverse cast. (MJ appears Black and Eddie, White.)

Heart and molé. (glossary) (Fiction. 6-10)

THE LEGEND OF THE STORM 
GOOSE
Halliday, Fiona
Page Street (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-64567-348-4  

Love and loss mark this story of a girl who awaits her father’s 
return from his adventures at sea. 

Erin loves the stories her Papa tells her, especially the one 
about the Storm Goose. This powerful and vigilant bird with 
its “crown of stars” watches over him when he sails the sea. 
After waiting many days for her Papa to return from his latest 
boat expedition, Erin sees a large white bird caught in a net and 
wonders momentarily if it could be the legendary goose, Papa’s 
“magical protector,” but decides it can’t possibly be. Neverthe-
less, Erin and her grandmother, as they await Papa’s return to 
the shore, tend to the bird and bring it back to health. Erin grad-
ually begins to realize who the bird is and why he came to shore. 
This poignant story with its evocative prose (“Two birds danced 
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through burning puddles of sun”) is amplified by luscious and 
textured illustrations in which swirling blues conjure the stormy 
sea. Juxtaposed against this stormy background are the depic-
tions of the milky white bird, always the visual focal point. He 
symbolizes strength and protection. Erin, Papa, and her grand-
mother, with their oversized eyes and heads, look somewhat 
like caricatures and too much like Kewpie dolls to effectively 
add to the otherwise powerful ambiance of the illustrations. All 
characters present White. 

Lovely and delicate. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE DEADLIEST 
HURRICANES THEN 
AND NOW 
Hopkinson, Deborah
Scholastic Focus (208 pp.) 
$25.99  |  $7.99 paper  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-338-36017-2
978-1-338-36019-6 paper 
Series: Deadliest, 2 

Sept. 8, 1900, was a day no one in 
Galveston, Texas, would ever forget.

In a White part of town, 5-year-old Katherine Vedder wasn’t 
worried until her brother and cousin reported “that the Gulf 
looked like a great gray wall about fifty feet high.” Young Afri-
can American newlywed Annie Smizer McCullough, who lived 
close to the beach, feared her beloved roses would be washed 
away in the storm. But no one was prepared for the devastation 
that would leave at least 8,000 people dead. In the States, it was 
originally thought the storm would head north after passing 

V STARRED REVIEW FROM KIRKUS

www.tanglewoodbooks.comwww.tanglewoodbooks.com

978-1-939100-54-2  |  $15.99

“Letourneau draws racially diverse 
children thoughtfully engaging with 
the world. Her bright, charming 
illustrations amplify each step. 
A touching and beautiful guide.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Tells a thrilling and terrifying story by 
combining science with social context.”

the deadliest hurricanes then and now
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over Cuba; U.S. bias against Cuba prevented their warning that 
it was in fact heading west from being heard. Without modern 
technology, weather forecasters were dependent on tools such as 
barometers and rain gauges and their experience with previous 
storm patterns. This well-laid-out book tells a thrilling and ter-
rifying story by combining science with social context. Quoting 
oral histories, journals, and letters, Hopkinson shares the vivid 
recollections of survivors. She also presents an inclusive por-
trait of the differences between African Americans’ and White 
people’s experiences of this natural disaster during a time of seg-
regation. Photos of hurricanes and their aftermath add to the 
impact. The superlative backmatter includes a glossary, enter-
taining activities, oral history prompts, and additional resources 
for learning about hurricanes. Some information about other 
major hurricanes and the impact of climate change is included.

An exciting, well-executed book that will captivate young 
readers. (Nonfiction. 8-11)

HIDE AND GEEK
Jagger, T.P.
Random House (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-593-37793-2 
Series: Hide and Geek, 1 

A group of bright friends tackles the 
puzzle of their lives.

Elmwood, New Hampshire, 11-year-
old Gina Sparks is small in stature but 
big on reporting ongoing dramas for the 

local newspaper with support from her journalist mom. When 
an unbelievable scoop comes her way, Gina must rely on her 
tightknit crew of sixth grade best friends whose initials hap-
pen to spell GEEK, a label they choose to proudly reclaim. 
She and science-minded prankster Elena Hernández, theater 
kid Edgar Feingarten, and driven math genius Kevin Robinson 
decide to get to the bottom of things when they learn that the 
Van Houten Toy & Game Company heir made elaborate plans 
to leave everything to the town of Elmwood before her death—
but only if a member of the community could solve an intricate 
multistep puzzle. Gina hopes that deciphering the clues and 
finding the missing fortune will be just the thing to revitalize 
the down-on-its-luck town and bring the Elmwood Tribune back 
into the black, saving her mom’s job and Gina’s passion project. 
The GEEKs work together, using their individual talents and 
deductive reasoning skills to unravel the mystery. Infused with 
media literacy pointers, such as the difference between fact and 
opinion and reminders to avoid bias when reporting, the story 
encourages readers to think critically. Gina and Edgar read as 
White; Elena is cued as Latinx, and Kevin is implied Black. 

A snappy mystery that’s full of heart. (Mystery. 9-13)

SHAHRZAD AND 
THE ANGRY KING 
Kazemi, Nahid
Enchanted Lion Books (80 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-59270-352-4  

This reframing of the classic One 
Thousand and One Nights explores univer-
sal themes through a contemporary lens.

Having fallen in love with stories at an early age, pale-skinned 
Shahrzad, with her springy black curls, is “always waiting for 
another story.” By the time she meets a sad boy in the park, she 
is an adept storyteller and budding writer. The account of the 
boy’s family—they fled an angry king whose life was touched by 
tremendous loss—introduces additional dimensions to this rich 
tale that is, by turns, realistic and magical. Readers journey with 
Shahrzad as her imagination takes flight via a toy airplane. Her 
encounter with the angry king hones her narrative powers while 
enabling the king to transcend his prolonged grief and revoke 
his harsh laws. The illustrations convey Shahrzad’s probing wit 
and a youngster’s whimsical representation of the story world, 
which includes a reference to One Thousand and One Nights (or 
“maybe it was just ten”). While Shahrzad wears the same dress 
throughout the book, her appearance varies, alternating in scale 
and vantage point, thereby raising an intriguing question about 
the protagonist’s perspective. Are we seeing her as a “girl” or as 
a writer recalling her own childhood memories? In this manner, 
the overall narrative invites us to ponder the nature of time as 
both cyclical and linear.

Clever construction and intertextual inspirations weave 
a thought-provoking homage to a fabled heroine and master 
storyteller. (Picture book. 5-8)

LOVE IS FOR ROARING
Kerr, Mike
Illus. by Renata Liwska
Bloomsbury (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-68119-124-9  

A genuine conversation about love 
and expressing it.

In a diverse animal classroom—worm 
to giraffe, kangaroo to ladybug—an 
assignment is posted on the whiteboard: 

“Show your Love.” Lion, looking vulnerable rather than angry, 
“roar[s]”: “For whom? For what? And WHY?!” The task seems 
“impossible…undoable…unimaginable.” Luckily, Lion’s friend 
Mouse understands that glittery craft supplies and pink paper 
hearts aren’t Lion’s cup of tea. Patiently, he talks Lion through 
the process of identifying what he doesn’t love (hugs, kisses, des-
sert—he prefers broccoli!) and what he does: badminton with 
a pine cone as shuttlecock; growling, roaring, running, chas-
ing, and catching; and his friendship with Mouse. Liwska’s art 
blankets everything with her trademark softness, which serves 

“A thought-provoking homage to a fabled 
heroine and master storyteller.”

shahrzad and the angry king



to mute words like roar and growling and Lion’s description as 
“fearsome.” From gentle browns and warm grays to the animals’ 
downy fur and cottony edges, nothing is aesthetically threaten-
ing. This artistic softness, in turn, leaves room for visual con-
tent with edge: the subtlest reference to Lion’s natural role as 
a predator of, perhaps, mice; a school lesson featuring a (textu-
ally unremarked) film about pollution, smokestacks, and soot; a 
single illustration, clearly a memory, in which Lion wears a mask 
and holds a stiff tape measure between himself and Mouse, nod-
ding oh so quietly to the pandemic, presumably in this book’s 
past. (Mouse’s mask hangs off his ear because he’s eating.)

A comforting support of the right to make love-related 
decisions; softness in a slightly sad world. (Picture book. 3-7)

THE GRANDMASTER’S 
DAUGHTER
Kim, Dan-ah
Greenwillow Books (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-06-307690-7  

The role of a grandmaster’s daughter 
is all-encompassing.

Surrounded by persimmon trees, 
swords, staffs, and targets in the dojang of a small village, young 
Sunny, already an accomplished black belt, practices taekwondo 
at a school of martial arts. As the concise narrative reveals, her 
duties go well beyond practicing her forms: She has a day full of 
household chores, such as sweeping the floors, watering the plants, 
and feeding the cats. She also stops two street fights, one between 
people and another between felines. Best of all, she leads a tae-
kwondo class filled with students diverse in race and abilities. As 
the students practice their kihaps (strong, clipped shouts), they 
inadvertently rouse from the mountains two mythical tigers and 

Or Check Out the Deluxe Bundle!Get “We’re Going Green” Today!

Sparking Curiosity and Imagination  
In Young Inventors Ages 4-9!

www.IfNotYouBooks.com
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a sapphire-colored dragon. Sunny reminds her students to use 
their skills for defense and protection of each other as the trio of 
fantastical creatures attack the dojang. Right in the midst of the 
epic fight, stomach growls—from humans and legendary creatures 
alike—prove stronger and usher in a peaceful conclusion. Kim’s 
bright palette and energetic cartoon artwork, which includes the 
repeated use of swirling, multicolored mists that hang in the air, 
bring depth to each page. The textured, eye-popping details on the 
tigers and dragon also add flair. Sunny presents as Korean. A brief 
note on taekwondo is appended. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A lighthearted tale of responsibility with plenty of fun. 
(afternote) (Picture book. 5-8)

EAR WORM!
Knowles, Jo
Illus. by Galia Bernstein
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-5362-0783-5  

A bouncy primer to a confusing colloquialism for youngsters.
Little Worm has a song stuck in his head. It’s a catchy tune 

(as all ear worms are): “shimmy, / no-sashay, // shimmy, no-
sashay!” The pint-sized wiggler bops and dances all the way to 
Owl. “Did you put this song in my head?” he demands. Owl, 
however, is singing his own song (complete with TikTok-worthy 
dance moves): “WAVE, WAVE, / TALK TO THE WING!” Owl 
and Little Worm set off to find more clues as to where Little 
Worm’s song began. They meet up with Chipmunk and Bunny, 
both of whom also have songs that they can’t stop singing. But 
when the friends run into Fox, Fox’s song hints at possible 
peril: “Rah-Rah, / Trot to me! / Rah-Rah, / Trot to me!” Luck-
ily, the mystery is solved without any worms (or others) being 
gobbled. Knowles’ picture-book debut, a merry cumulative tale, 
is sure to add pep to any storytime. The easy repetition invites 
listeners to join in. Bounding along with the spring of the text, 
Bernstein’s joyful and expressive woodland creatures, amid copi-
ous white space against uncluttered backgrounds, have a rhythm 
all their own. They twirl and thump in grand sweeping motions.

A rollicking read with a gentle bedtime closing. (Picture 
book. 3-6)

I WILL PROTECT YOU
A True Story of Twins Who 
Survived Auschwitz
Kor, Eva Mozes with Danica Davidson
Little, Brown (240 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-316-46063-7  

A Holocaust memoir that teaches 
young readers by sharing one woman’s 
journey.

“Your mind is like a garden. Plant flow-
ers so weeds can’t grow,” read the embroidered message in the 

childhood kitchen of identical twins Eva and Miriam Mozes. Even 
after the Mozes family was imprisoned in Auschwitz, forced to 
leave the embroidery and most of their other possessions behind, 
fierce and determined Eva carried this piece of her mama’s wisdom 
with her. Through the horrifying tribulations of the Holocaust, she 
held on to her desire for life and the strength of her love for her 
family, refusing to let the weeds of despair take root in her mind. 
Although unflinching in its treatment of the disturbing realities of 
the period, this work also emphasizes humanity’s prevailing capac-
ity for goodness and hope in the face of cruelty. Davidson, who 
worked with Kor to get her story down in print as well as doing 
additional research, situates Kor’s life within a broader histori-
cal scope, detailing the social and political contexts that allowed 
the Nazi Party to gain power. Readers will be left not only with an 
understanding of the events of the Holocaust, but with insight into 
the long history of antisemitism and the dangers of dehumanizing 
language, propaganda, and unquestioning nationalism. Bright and 
compelling, Eva invites young readers to plant flowers of knowl-
edge, love, and acceptance in their own minds. 

Moving and informative; a powerful resource for Holo-
caust education. (afterword, timeline, glossary) (Nonfiction. 
8-12)

ABSURD WORDS
A Kids’ Fun and Hilarious 
Vocabulary Builder for 
Future Word Nerds
Lazar, Tara
Illus. by Michelle Mayhall
Sourcebooks eXplore (320 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Jan. 2, 2022
978-1-4926-9742-8  

A razzle-dazzle roster of locutions 
sufficient to warm the heartstrings of any logophile.

Steering (to the disappointment, no doubt, of much of 
her potential audience) clear of curses and sexual slang, Lazar 
compiles a generous glossary of uncommon words that pack 
a big punch. Why, for instance, just wander around the mall 
when you can gallivant with a frenemy? Shop for gewgaws and 
gimcracks? Chow down on Frankenfood to keep from getting 
hangry? Digestibly, if often arbitrarily, arranged in small groups 
beneath broad sections like “G.O.A.T.” for superlatives and 
“All the Feels” for expressing highs and lows, each entry comes 
with pronunciation, part of speech, a one-line (usually) defini-
tion, and a sample sentence. Individual notes on the cultures 
or languages from which borrowed selections come are hit or 
miss, but the author does tuck in occasional linguistic summary 
charts plus, more often, sidebar etymologies, usage histories, 
and short tallies of anagrams, eggcorns, mondegreens, and like 
flimflammery. As further inspiration to level up in talk and texts, 
she closes by inviting readers to invent their own portmanteaus 
or “crashwords,” as did that unexcelled master of neologisms 
Roald Dahl, and see if any stick. Mayhall’s colorful and playful 
cartoon vignettes add to the fun and show human characters 
with diverse skin tones.
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Only fussbudgets and smellfunguses would reject this as 
bafflegab for sesquipedalians. (index) (Nonfiction. 9-13)

TIGER HONOR
Lee, Yoon Ha
Rick Riordan Presents/Disney (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-368-05554-3 
Series: Thousand Worlds, 2 

The question of honor versus family 
loyalty plays out in a thrilling Korean-
inspired space opera. 

In this stand-alone companion novel 
to Dragon Pearl (2019), readers are intro-

duced to a new family of characters, the Juhwang Clan of tiger 
spirits. Juhwang Sebin, a nonbinary 13-year-old who can shift 
between their human and orange tiger spirit forms, is accepted 
into Space Forces Command as a cadet on the same day their 
uncle, Capt. Hwan, is accused of high treason. The young cadet 
is called into action and then into question, as clan loyalty and 
professional duty collide. Their assigned battle cruiser, the Hae-
tae, is sabotaged before Cadet Sebin can even be sworn in. Under 
the watchful eye of Special Investigator Yi and their assistant, 
Kim Min, a teenage girl, Sebin and three other cadets who are 
survivors of the blast must determine who has incapacitated the 
ship and crew. The tension mounts as Sebin struggles with the 
accusation that their admired Uncle Hwan is leading the insur-
rection and they hope to prove them innocent. Throughout, 
Lee develops an important thread that examines hard decisions 
when family tradition and personal integrity clash, an emotional 
dilemma that will resonate with many readers. The Thousand 
Worlds universe continues to thrill with the lure of Korean 
mythology, the action of space battle, and the personal struggle 
to act with honor. Fans will demand more.

Weaves together science fiction and cultural elements with 
tremendous appeal. (pronunciation guide) (Science fantasy. 8-12)

LITTLE JOHN CROW
Marley, Ziggy & Orly Marley
Illus. by Gordon Rowe
Akashic (64 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-61775-980-2  

A young vulture contends with preju-
dice and learns to embrace his identity.

This story begins in the Jamaican 
Blue Mountains, where willful Little 

John Crow (who, despite his name, is a vulture) lives with his 
parents. His friends (several birds and one snake) are introduced 
with their names and various descriptors (such as “Hummy, 
the hummingbird, who loved sweets” and “Chiqueen, a feisty 
chicken hawk”)—a lot of information for young readers to 
retain. Rowe’s illustrations present each friend with abundant 

character, infusing many of these pages with joy. While the 
younglings discuss what their parents do and what they want to 
be when they grow up, John realizes he is not aware of his par-
ents’ occupations. After offering to help him find out and then 
realizing his parents are vultures, his friends flee in fear. The 
remainder of the story revolves around John’s learning to accept 
himself and value who he is. Strangely, some characters use 
slang, but only one speaks in anything close to Jamaican patois. 
Though the story is commendable in its attempt to destigma-
tize vultures, it is full of distracting details, arbitrary moments, 
questionable assertions (“Your friends will accept you for who 
you are as long as you accept yourself first”), casual fatphobia, 
and a heavy-handed message that slows the narrative. Even the 
levity and enjoyment that Rowe’s art brings can’t altogether save 
the book.

A skip. (note on vultures) (Picture book. 5-8)

DRAGON BONES
The Fantastic Fossil 
Discoveries of Mary Anning
Marsh, Sarah Glenn
Illus. by Maris Wicks
Roaring Brook Press (48 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Nov. 23, 2021
978-1-250-14021-0  

This biography of paleontologist 
Mary Anning spends most of its time in her childhood. 

Concise, energetic text and appealing cartoon-style illus-
trations tell the story of Mary Anning, amateur paleontologist 
and fossil hunter. At age 13, Mary found what she thought of 
as dragon bones and is now credited with unearthing the large, 
fossilized skeleton of an ichthyosaur (literally, “fish lizard”). 
Throughout her life on the cliffs surrounding Lyme Regis, Eng-
land, Anning discovered many other fossils, including the bones 
of a plesiosaur. Though the pictures indicate that the book takes 
place in the past, the exact time period is not specified. Some 
explicit discussion of women’s roles and rights would likely have 
highlighted how unusual Mary and her discoveries were, though 
the story does note that wealthy men purchased and took credit 
for much of what she found. Despite the lack of context, this 
is an engaging, accessible portrayal. Young scientists, treasure 
hunters, and dinosaur lovers will be inspired by this dramatic 
tale of imagination, dedication, and resilience while learning 
about science and the thrill of fossil hunting. The informative 
endnotes include further details about Mary and the legend that 
surrounds her memory, a page on how to become a paleontolo-
gist, and facts about the creatures she found in the cliffs. Mary 
and her family were White. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A lively portrayal of an outstanding 19th-century woman 
and her contributions to the study of paleontology. (selected 
bibliography) (Picture book/biography. 4-8)

“The Thousand Worlds universe continues to 
thrill with the lure of Korean mythology.”

tiger honor
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DELPHINE DENISE AND THE 
MARDI GRAS PRIZE
Mazique, Brittany
Illus. by Sawyer Cloud
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jan. 1, 2022
978-0-8075-1548-8  

Delphine Denise Debreaux wants to 
win the grand prize for the best Mardi 

Gras float and nearly loses some friends in the process. 
Every year Delphine Denise, presenting as Black, and a 

group of friends (Anna Louise, Xavier, and Theodore) march in 
the Mardi Gras parade. They decorate their bikes with balloons 
and purple, gold, and green streamers, and together they bake 
and enjoy king cake. When they learn that the grand prize for 
the best Mardi Gras float is a crown, Delphine Denise becomes 
obsessed with winning. Anna Louise, Xavier, and Theodore are 
not concerned with victory and merely want to hang out. When 
the big day arrives, Delphine Denise steers a towering float 
along the route until it begins to topple. Stuck in the middle 
of the street with a busted float, Delphine Denise spots Xavier, 
Anna Louise, and Theodore having fun and brainstorms a way 
to salvage the day. This book lacks appeal for readers who are 
not familiar with Mardi Gras. The illustrations do a fine job 
of incorporating the colors of Mardi Gras, but the scenes of 
the parade are sparse and uninteresting. The text notes that 
“crowds on both sides of the street are ready to catch colorful 
beads and shiny coins,” but the few people in those spreads can 
hardly be considered a crowd—something child readers will 
certainly notice.

Perhaps a choice for regional audiences but not a book for 
everyone. (author’s note, glossary) (Picture book. 5-8)

BATHE THE CAT
McGinty, Alice B.
Illus. by David Roberts
Chronicle Books (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-4521-4270-8  

With a wildly mixed-up list of chores, 
will the house ever get cleaned?

Grandma is on her way over, and the 
house is a mess. Using colorful magnetic letters on the refrigera-
tor, Daddy—one of two dark-skinned fathers—makes a to-do 
list that consists of mopping the floor, scrubbing the dishes, 
vacuuming the rug, feeding the fish, mowing the lawn, sweeping 
the mat, rocking the baby, and bathing the cat. That last instruc-
tion gets the attention of the marmalade-colored feline, whose 
ears perk up. In the next spread, readers see a paw rearranging 
the letters on the refrigerator, which results in utter confusion 
for the family—and subsequent slapstick adventures. Bobby 
rocks the rug; Dad attempts to mow the cat; and Sarah mops 
the baby. Daddy tries his best to get the chores in order, but 
the kitty continues to wreak havoc at the refrigerator. More 

than once, confused Daddy returns to the list but continues to 
dole out chores. In the end, the lucky cat merely gets a cuddle 
(no baths), and Grandma visits a clean house. McGinty’s jaunty, 
rhyming text makes for a fun read-aloud, but Roberts’ brightly 
colored, energetic illustrations are the real attraction. The 
increasingly frantic family, with light to dark skin tones, doing 
silly tasks from a muddled list will incite giggles. (This book was 
reviewed digitally).

The smart and sneaky puss wins the day. (Picture book. 3-5)

SECRET OF THE STORM
McMullen, Beth
Aladdin (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 1, 2022
978-1-5344-8285-2 
Series: Secret of the Storm, 1 

What do black holes, the FBI, and 
a kitten that smells like burned plastic 
have in common? 

They are part of the mystery middle 
schooler Cassie Jones and fellow public 

library volunteer Joe Robinson are trying to solve. In the bor-
ing town of Lewiston, California, Cassie and Joe find a miracu-
lously unharmed black kitten in a dumpster that was struck by 
lightning during a freak storm. The fire-prone kitten becomes 
Cassie’s loyal companion as she navigates grief over her father’s 
death a year earlier, her mother’s overwhelming anxiety, and the 
bullying she receives from peers—and even at the hands of her 
best friend, Mia Wilson. Central to the mystery are a rainbow-
haired librarian with a notebook of secrets and a professor who 
rants about the existence of dragons. While experienced read-
ers may anticipate some of the reveals, there is plenty of action 
to keep them invested. Balancing the serious notes are the feel-
good elements in this story of a girl who finds courage and true 
friendship after great loss. The first book in a new series, it ends 
with a twist that will have readers eagerly awaiting the sequel. 
Most characters default to White; Joe has brown skin.

Fans of fantasy adventures will find a lot to love. (Fantasy. 
8-12)

IF YOU LIVED DURING 
THE PLIMOTH 
THANKSGIVING 
Newell, Chris
Illus. by Winona Nelson
Scholastic Nonfiction (96 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-338-72637-4  

A measured corrective to pervasive myths about what is 
often referred to as the “first Thanksgiving.” 

Contextualizing them within a Native perspective, New-
ell (citizen of the Passamaquoddy Tribe at Indian Township) 
touches on the all-too-familiar elements of the U.S. holiday of 

“Ends with a twist that will have readers 
eagerly awaiting the sequel.”

secret of the storm
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Thanksgiving and its origins and the history of English colo-
nization in the territory now known as New England. In addi-
tion to the voyage and landfall of the Mayflower, readers learn 
about the Doctrine of Discovery that arrogated the lands of 
non-Christian peoples to European settlers; earlier encounters 
between the Indigenous peoples of the region and Europeans; 
and the Great Dying of 1616-1619, which emptied the village 
of Patuxet by 1620. Short, two- to six-page chapters alternate 
between the story of the English settlers exploring the complex 
political makeup of the region and the culture, agriculture, and 
technology of the Wampanoag—all before covering the evo-
lution of the holiday. Refreshingly, the lens Newell offers is a 
Native one, describing how the Wampanoag and other Native 
peoples received the English rather than the other way around. 
Key words ranging from estuary to discover are printed in bold-
face in the narrative and defined in a closing glossary. Nelson 
(a member of the Leech Lake Band of Minnesota Chippewa) 
contributes soft line-and-color illustrations of the proceedings. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.) 

Essential. (Nonfiction. 8-12)

BEN & EMMA’S BIG HIT
Newsom, Gavin with Ruby Shamir
Illus. by Alexandra Thompson
Philomel (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-593-20411-5  

A young child with reading difficul-
ties discovers that he’s not alone…in 

more ways than one.
Newsom, current governor of California, calls on his own 

childhood experiences with dyslexia in describing how Ben, 
a White child, is good at baseball but struggles to link letters 
with sounds to make words. None of the other three children at 
Ben’s table seem to be having such trouble. Emma, a Black girl 
who’s also on Ben’s baseball team, is even poring over big chap-
ter books already. At last Ben’s embarrassment culminates in a 
meltdown, which sparks a tearful admission from Emma that 
she’s just pretending to read and a rueful one from their read-
ing teacher, an Asian woman named Ms. Kim, that, well, she has 
never been able to hit a baseball. The children offer to coach her 
and then, having watched her swing again and again until she 
at last swats a dunker, come to understand that never giving up 
is the key to success. Thompson’s spacious and simple cartoon 
illustrations depict Ben’s other two tablemates with beige skin, 
and one of them wears a hijab. A lengthy personal note from 
the lead author offers further encouragement (for all that it’s 
addressed to readers more proficient than the likely audience), 
and a short list of print and web resources provides leads to 
more findings and strategies. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Swings well enough to get struggling readers to first base—
and perhaps beyond. (Picture book. 7-9)

THE TWO WRONG HALVES OF 
RUBY TAYLOR
Panitch, Amanda
Roaring Brook Press (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-250-24513-7  

A 12-year-old confronts doubts about 
her Jewish identity to defeat the evil 
spirit she accidentally unleashes on her 
cousin. 

Ruby yearns to be the favorite of 
Grandma Yvette, her paternal grandmother, but she drops mat-
zah balls down the stairs and enjoys science more than cooking. 
Because Ruby’s mom is Catholic, Grandma Yvette prefers shar-
ing Jewish traditions with Ruby’s overachieving cousin Sarah, 
who has two Jewish parents. For her part, Sarah is annoyingly 
eager to please. While this favoritism doesn’t read as harshly 
as the overt antisemitism Ruby encounters from her maternal 
grandparents, it’s all hard for Ruby, who, as a patrilineal Jew, 
painfully longs for acceptance. Resentful of seemingly perfect 
Sarah, Ruby picks a fight that winds up with them acciden-
tally opening the forbidden box in Grandma Yvette’s basement 
that contains a dybbuk, releasing a rebellious streak in Sarah. 
When Sarah acts out—eating a nonkosher cheeseburger and 
attempting a dangerous crime—Ruby realizes Sarah might be 
possessed by the dybbuk. Since only a pious Jew can dispel one, 
Ruby pushes through questions of faith in her quest to save her 
cousin. This exciting story sensitively explores questions of 
identity and belonging in a Jewish context. Ruby is Ashkenazi 
Jewish and White. Her Hebrew school includes Jewish stu-
dents of color, and a biracial Chinese Jewish friend helps Ruby 
reframe her struggles with identity. 

A fun, thoughtful page-turner about exorcising the expec-
tations of others to achieve self-acceptance. (Paranormal. 8-12)

SAVING THE DAY 
Garrett Morgan’s Life-
Changing Invention of 
the Traffic Signal
Parsons, Karyn
Illus. by R. Gregory Christie
Little, Brown (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-316-45726-2  

A brilliant man’s creation makes the world safer. 
Born into a big African American farming family, Gar-

rett Morgan always seems to be in the way, despite his desire 
to help. As a result, he spends much of his time alone, brain-
storming problem-solving inventions. Recognizing his intel-
lectual potential, his parents send him to the city to study with 
a tutor. Garrett applies himself academically and also learns to 
repair mechanical devices such as sewing machines. (He even 
invents the zigzag stitch.) After witnessing a crash between a car 
and a horse and its carriage and after a bicyclist runs him over, 
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Garrett invents the traffic signal. Christie’s lively and highly 
textured illustrations in his signature style effectively capture 
the characters’ emotions and bring to life the time period. 
The poetic text appears on bright single-colored backgrounds, 
which contrast sharply with the busy illustrations of Morgan’s 
life. This book derives from an animated short created by the 
author’s Sweet Blackberry media company, intended to shine a 
light on stories of African American achievement. The story of 
Morgan’s accomplishments is entertaining and informative; the 
book closes with Morgan’s photo and one of his patents. Unfor-
tunately, the book lacks a biographical timeline and other infor-
mation about Morgan, so readers will need to look elsewhere to 
learn more about him.

A fine contribution to African American creative nonfic-
tion for young readers. (author’s note) (Picture book/biography. 
4-8)

NORTHWIND 
Paulsen, Gary
Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-374-31420-0  

A solitary young traveler paddles 
through an archipelago of natural, often 
dangerous, wonders, learning as he goes.

Though the metaphorical layer lies 
barely beneath the surface in this short 

novel, Paulsen’s spare prose and legendary knowledge of the 
challenges and techniques of wilderness survival make the 
journey through a landscape that evokes historical Scandinavia 
compelling reading. Sole survivor—and that just barely—of the 
gruesomely depicted cholera that sweeps through his camp, 
12-year-old Leif comes away with a dugout canoe, a few basic 
outdoor skills, and the command from a dying, respected elder 
to head north. Subsisting largely on blackberries and salmon, he 
travels a winding route through fjords and a seemingly endless 
string of islets and inlets where he finds both danger and delight 
in searching for food and shelter, literally coming face to face 
with bears and whales, struggling to survive a deadly tidal whirl-
pool, and coming to understand the importance of seeing and 
learning from the ways and rhythms of “this place and all places 
that will come to me.” Calling on memories, Paulsen writes in an 
autobiographical afterword of his Norwegian immigrant grand-
mother’s tales. References to Odin and whalers give the setting 
a timelessly folkloric feeling. Final art not seen.

A voyage both singular and universal, marked by sharply 
felt risks and rewards and deep waters beneath. (Historical 
adventure. 9-13)

THE UNFORGETTABLE 
LOGAN FOSTER
Peters, Shawn
Harper/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-06-304767-9  

A 12-year-old orphan with an eidetic 
memory and an autism spectrum diagno-
sis finds the most unusual foster parents.

Logan’s been told he’s a difficult kid 
many times since he was found aban-

doned in an airport wearing a T-shirt reading “World’s Best 
Big Brother.” Between his six failed foster placements, Logan 
seeks out the younger sibling he’s sure exists. He doesn’t make 
friends, as he’s pedantic, talkative, sometimes cruel, and prone 
to reciting facts, so he has no hopes for this seventh placement 
attempt with prospective parents Gil and Margie. Their get-
together is disrupted by an earthquake and lava flow; Logan uses 
his eidetic memory to escape down a zip line, but he’s surprised 
when Gil and Margie survive. As foster parents, they’re loving 
but extremely weird, and it’s not shocking when they turn out 
to be superheroes. Along with his next-door neighbor Elena, 
Logan gets pulled into fun, silly, superheroic chaos in a world 
where everyone in on the secret is a genre stereotype. Though 
the perspective of the novel is Logan’s own, he comes across 
like a checklist of autism tropes rather than a well-rounded per-
sonality. He has multiple savant-level skills, and, though adept 
at reading social cues, he continually explains that he’s terrible 
at it. Everyone except for Elena (who is Chicana and Black) 
appears to be White by default.

Gleeful action that rarely lets its protagonist be a kid 
instead of a savant hero. (Adventure. 9-12)

STILL MINE
Pillemer, Jayne
Illus. by Sheryl Murray
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-0-06-306277-1  

A gentle reminder that those we 
love and lose can live in our hearts and 
memories. 

Each page of Pillemer’s debut tale of love and grief weaves a 
poignant thread by capturing moments in time between people 
who love one another: parent and child playing together in the 
morning, friends swinging outside, a grandparent and grand-
child enjoying the rain. The gentle, poetic prose is bolstered by 
Murray’s soft illustrations; muted colors depict a series of rela-
tionships frozen happily in time, days marked with happiness, 
camaraderie, and an absence of heartache. But as genre-savvy 
readers might be able to guess, tomorrow won’t be as perfect. 
The second half of the book begins with a beautiful and heart-
wrenching description of an abrupt loss: “But then you tip-
toed by me / and hopped a ride on the breeze.” The grief of the 
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children depicted in the book is conceptualized in terms of the 
shared moments that comprise the sweetness of the book’s first 
half. The loneliness of bereavement and the longing for those 
small moments are not belittled or glossed over even if the pro-
cess of healing seems a bit rushed. Although carefully devoid of 
nominal spirituality, the message the story sends is clear: The 
lost loved one is still there, still theirs, living on in the memory of 
the love they shared. Characters are depicted as racially diverse. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Tender and touching. (Picture book. 4-8)

VACCINES
A Graphic History
Polinsky, Paige V.
Illus. by Dante Ginevra
Graphic Universe (32 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $9.99 PLB  |  Jan. 1, 2022
1-7284-4872-7
978-1-5415-8390-0 PLB 
Series: Medical Breakthroughs 

Historical background for readers 
hazy on the whys and wherefores of vaccines.

Polinsky traces the development of vaccines from 16th-
century reports of inoculation against the “speckled mon-
ster” of smallpox in what is described as merely “Asia” to the 
release in 2020 of vaccines for Covid-19. The narrative is dense, 
injected with names, dates, and scientific terms. Unfortunately, 
it’s already somewhat dated and turns notably skimpy when 
it comes to describing how the Covid-19 vaccines were devel-
oped. More disturbingly, although the author comes down hard 
on the author of a since-discredited 1998 claim that certain vac-
cines cause autism, she notes without justification or comment 
that Lady Montagu and even Jonas Salk tried out vaccines on 
their own children and that researchers mass-cultured the polio 
virus in “tissue from human embryos.” Figures, White or light-
skinned, stand in static poses uttering wooden declamations 
(“Daniel Oliver, my boy, you have just received the first vaccine 
in American history!”). Ginevra cuts a few corners, pairing the 
writer’s blithe assurances about how safe the treatments are to 
multiple views of children being stuck, scratched, or bandaged. 
In one disquieting scene, we see polio victims in iron lungs as 
bodiless heads. Readers concerned about viral diseases and their 
treatment (who isn’t these days?) will come away somewhat 
better informed—but hardly soothed. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Clotted with facts, it barely scratches the surface when 
it comes to immunological details or ethical issues. (glossary, 
multimedia resource list, index) (Informational picture book. 10-12)

MY PET GOLDFISH
Rayner, Catherine
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-5362-1520-5  

An appealing introduction to a com-
mon household pet.

A 4-year-old child with tan skin and 
curly hair gets a first pet, a goldfish named Richard. The two 
stare at each other across the gutter of this sweet tale’s opening 
spread. Over time the child learns a lot about Richard—and so 
do readers. In a smaller font throughout the book, we read fasci-
nating facts about goldfish: They have good memories; they use 
their eyesight and sense of smell to locate food; with their keen 
vision they can detect more colors than humans; and a group of 
them is called a “troubling.” Richard’s owner has a pink-cheeked 
friend, an older boy named Sandy. He offers useful information 
and even an invitation for Richard, if ever he gets too large to 
remain in his home aquarium, to come live in his family’s back-
yard fish pond. Richard’s owner happily accepts this invitation 
when the fish turns 4 1/2 years old. Children will marvel at the 
size to which the fish grows: Wide-eyed Richard in vivid red 
and orange colors consumes nearly every inch of one striking 
double-page spread. The lovely and delicate mixed-media illus-
trations sparkle with color; we see Richard, other fish, bubbles, 
and aquatic plants drift serenely in gentle waters. An author’s 
note and brief index conclude this charming book. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Delightful and validating for first-time or would-be gold-
fish guardians. (Informational picture book. 4-8)

GROUP HUG 
Reidy, Jean
Illus. by Joey Chou
Godwin Books/Henry Holt (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-250-12710-5  

Paying it forward with cuddles.
Starting with an affectionate slug, 

a bevy of down-in-the-dumps animals, 
including a beetle, a mouse, a skunk, a beaver, a porcupine, a 
goose, and a fox, encounter one another, one by one. Each needs 
something to lift it out of the doldrums. That’s soon taken care 
of as each newcomer in turn is invited to become enfolded in 
an ever larger…GROUP HUG! The cumulative hug always 
manages to make room for others and become more inclu-
sive—until Bear lumbers onto this cozy scene. Suddenly, all the 
huggers quickly skedaddle, leaving only Slug and Bear in their 
wake. At this point, Slug shares a very important secret with the 
forlorn ursine and readers: “that a hugger finds happiness… / 
’longside the hugged!” Unsurprisingly, the book concludes with 
a very heartwarming (and expansive) bear (and slug) hug. This 
sweetly endearing charmer, highlighting kindness, is expressed 
in jaunty, witty rhymes that read and scan beautifully and will 

“Lively illustrations depict the various critters 
with delightfully expressive charm.”

group hug
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develop kids’ aural skills and vocabulary. They beg to be read 
aloud in order to capture the verses’ full emotional and punchy 
effect. The adorably simple, lively illustrations layer colors to 
depict the various critters with delightfully expressive charm. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Readers will embrace this captivating winner. (Picture book. 
4-7)

OPERATION SISTERHOOD
Rhuday-Perkovich, Olugbemisola
Crown (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-593-37989-9  

An 11-year-old only child must learn 
how to accept her new blended family.

Nigerian American Tokunbo Mar-
shall thought life was perfect with just 
her and her Mum in their Bronx apart-
ment. They had their special recipes, 

always discussed things, were planning to visit Paris and Lagos, 
and had a community Bo loved. Then Mum began dating Bill, 
and Bo noticed her smiling more, so she went along with the 
changes that ensued. Now, with Bill and Mum getting mar-
ried and their moving in with him in his chaotic family’s Har-
lem brownstone, Bo feels adrift. It is a major adjustment for 
methodical Bo to go from two people to eight—counting Bill’s 
daughter, Sunday, plus Bill and Sunday’s chosen family, twin sis-
ters Lee and Lil and their parents—not to mention a slew of 
pets. She feels overwhelmed with learning to be a sister while 
maintaining her own identity, but she soon discovers that shar-
ing parts of herself is easier than she thinks. Working together 
to plan the ultimate wedding garden party helps as well. Rhu-
day-Perkovich’s love letter to New York City is brimming with 
heartwarming moments in which Bo discovers how she fits in 
with her new patchwork family amid constant changes. The 
limited omniscient narration allows the personalities of each 
sister to shine, adding depth to their characterizations, but it 
also makes for storytelling that is densely detailed. Most char-
acters are Black. 

A loving display of family and community. (Fiction. 8-12)

PIZZA MY HEART
Richardson, Rhiannon
Scholastic (272 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-338-78438-1 
Series: Wish 

Pizza leads a seventh grader to find 
the unexpected in her new neighborhood.

Maya Reynolds, who has a Black 
dad and Italian American mom, has 
been dreading the end of summer since 

she learned it meant leaving her Brooklyn neighborhood for 

suburban life in Hempstead, Pennsylvania, so her parents could 
expand their popular family pizza place, Soul Slice. Soon after 
arriving, Maya’s parents tell her she’ll be running deliveries (at 
least, the ones close enough to bike to), which is how she meets 
Justin Baker, a Black boy who is the son of Soul Slice 2.0’s inte-
rior designer—and her new enemy after he is rude when she 
delivers him a pizza. Justin seems to be inescapable at school, 
but Maya befriends Devin, a Korean American girl who shares 
her passion for art and convinces her to join the art club and 
enter their annual contest. Maya’s excitement is dashed when 
her parents reject the possibility because she has to work, caus-
ing her to rely on her new friends to help with her secret scheme 
to do the one thing that makes her happy. This first-person nar-
rative wonderfully weaves together a budding romance with the 
story of a girl wanting to live her dream while being the dutiful 
daughter. The fast pace and realistic dialogue, sprinkled with 
up-to-the-minute slang, will engage readers as they come to 
know the intriguing cast of characters.

A charming slice of life. (Fiction. 8-12)

NO BUNNIES HERE!
Sauer, Tammi
Illus. by Ross Burach
Doubleday (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 18, 2022
978-0-593-18135-5  

Welcome to Bunnyville, land of a 
thousand (and no) bunnies! 

With the Hoppy Day Parade fast approaching, all is well in 
Bunnyville—until a lone wolf with a hungry look approaches. 
Desperate not to become lupine lunch, a particularly plucky 
bunny devises increasingly zany means of convincing Wolf that 
there are, in fact, no bunnies to be found anywhere, such as by 
dressing up as a unicorn, popping a lampshade onto another 
bunny, and pretending another bunny is a puppy. The mission is 
consistently complicated by the myriad bunnies who hop, pop, 
and parade into view. Wolf, amusingly, is a creature of few words 
and is neither fooled nor deterred. Wolf really, really wants to 
find a bunny—but not for the reasons anyone, least of all the 
protagonist bunny, suspects. With each new bunny comes a 
fresh laugh, bolstered by Burach’s delightfully expressive char-
acters and bright, busy page layouts. Sauer’s text is sparse but 
energetic; the lead bunny narrates with all the bumbling charm 
of an overeager salesperson, the loquaciousness playing hilari-
ously off Wolf ’s pointed gestures, reproachful eyebrows, and 
glum charts. As humorous as the story is, it’s made ultimately 
poignant with the age-old message to never judge a book by 
its cover lest one drive off an unlikely friend. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Bun-dles of fun. (Picture book. 3-7)

“The fast pace and realistic dialogue will engage readers.”
pizza my heart
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HER NAME WAS MARY 
KATHARINE
The Only Woman Whose 
Name is on the Declaration 
of Independence
Schwartz, Ella
Illus. by Dow Phumiruk
Christy Ottaviano Books (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 25, 2022
978-0-316-29832-2  

The story of the printer, postmaster, and patriot whose 
choices played a significant role in American history.

This informative book captures the life of Mary Katharine 
Goddard, born under British rule in 1738 in Connecticut. Read-
ers learn about the education her parents provided to not just 
their son, but also their daughter (which was unusual for that 
time); her involvement in the printmaking/newspaper industry, 
initially to help her distractible brother; her dedication to pro-
viding colonists with information that supported the American 
Revolution; her 14-year stint as Baltimore’s postmaster; and her 
decision to include her name when she was asked to print the 
Declaration of Independence, a brave choice that could have 
resulted in her death. Accessible and engaging text, quotations 
from her publications, and italicized statements that sum up rel-
evant personality characteristics tell what is known of her story 
and provide historical context, bringing the uniqueness of her 
accomplishments as a colonial woman to light. Evocative, sepia-
toned illustrations, which primarily feature White colonists, 
show additional details of a life in early America. An author’s 
note provides supplementary information about the lack of rec-
ognition Goddard received as well as additional details about 
her life, not all positive; an enslaved woman, to whom Goddard 
granted freedom in her will, helped run Goddard’s business and 
home. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A solid resource for examining historical perspectives and 
concepts of inclusion, exclusion, justice, and fairness. (glos-
sary, sources) (Picture book/biography. 5-10)

HELEN KELLER
Sheinmel, Courtney
Illus. by Gillian Flint
Philomel (80 pp.) 
$14.99  |  $5.99 paper  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-593-11568-8
978-0-593-11569-5 paper 
Series: She Persisted 

This entry in the She Persisted series 
provides a detailed look at the life of 
Helen Keller.

Helen Keller was born in rural Alabama in 1880. After suf-
fering a severe illness as a toddler, she lost both her sight and 
hearing, leaving her isolated and unable to communicate with 
those around her. Her parents secured help for her when she 
reached the age of 7. Anne Sullivan was sent from the Perkins 

School for the Blind in Massachusetts to attempt to educate 
Helen. Sullivan would remain Keller’s companion for decades, 
accompanying her as she campaigned around the world for 
individuals who were disabled. This short work features Flint’s 
cheerful black-and-white cartoonlike illustrations; unfortu-
nately, they don’t always match tonally with moments depict-
ing Keller’s early struggles. The few brief paragraphs per spread 
explain the major details of Keller’s life, provide some insight 
into the difficulties she faced, and highlight the impact she had 
on the world. Although print is large and there is plenty of white 
space, some of the vocabulary seems fairly sophisticated for 
those just transitioning to chapter books. Although Sheinmel’s 
efforts are necessarily constrained by the nature of early chapter 
books, this one largely succeeds, partly due to the exception-
ally inspirational topic. The series will include 12 other female 
subjects. With the exception of two children on the cover, all 
characters in this book are depicted as White.

An engaging portrait of a fascinating woman. (references, 
online resources) (Biography. 6-10)

CODE NAME: SERENDIPITY
Smith, Amber
Razorbill/Penguin (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-593-20491-7  

A girl’s telepathic connection to a 
stray dog helps her process change.

Fifth grader Sadie Mitchell-Rosen 
is feeling frustrated. Her best friend 
has moved away, she and her brother 
can’t get along, and her moms are try-

ing to hide her grandfather’s worsening dementia from her. She 
doesn’t know how to feel about the new IEP for her processing 
disorder, which sometimes makes focusing difficult. But every-
thing changes when she discovers an injured dog named Dewey 
in the woods. They are able to communicate telepathically, and 
Sadie learns from Dewey that she has one week to be claimed 
by her owners from the kennel at Sadie’s Mom’s vet clinic before 
being euthanized for aggression. Making it her mission to res-
cue Dewey, Sadie recruits her Gramps, who has just moved in 
with her family, and a classmate she used to dislike. While there 
are plenty of bumps along the way, the happy, hopeful ending 
is satisfying. Sadie’s first-person narration balances action and 
introspection, creating a thoughtful exploration of interper-
sonal relationships and what it means to do right by others and 
ourselves. Sadie and Dewey’s telepathic connection is never 
explained or deeply explored, but readers who feel profound 
bonds with their pets won’t be bothered by this. Sadie’s fam-
ily is described by skin tone: Mama reads as White, Mom has 
dark-brown skin, and Sadie’s and her brother’s complexions are 
somewhere in between.

A quiet winner for animal lovers and fans of realistic fic-
tion. (Fiction. 8-12)
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HOLI HAI!
Soundar, Chitra
Illus. by Darshika Varma
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jan. 1, 2022
978-0-8075-3357-4  

It’s almost Holi, the Hindu festival of 
colors, and Gauri can hardly wait.

Gauri’s family announces that, this 
year, each family member will make their own gulal—or colored 
powder—out of natural ingredients. Gauri’s father, mother, 
grandmother, grandfather, and brother choose a slip of paper 
from a bowl to determine which color they will be assigned. 
When Gauri closes her eyes to pick her paper, she becomes, 
unlike the rest of her family, furious: instead of yellow, which 
is what she longed for, she ends up with red. While everyone 
else in Gauri’s household gets busy using vegetables, herbs, and 
spices to create their assigned colors, Gauri stomps around the 
house and yard feeling upset. She is determined not to partici-
pate until her grandfather recounts one of the stories behind 
Holi, which is about a demoness who unsuccessfully tries to 
wield the fire of her anger against her nephew, Prahlada. On 
hearing the story, Gauri wonders whom her rage serves and 
whether she has the strength to let go of the “anger in her 
heart.” The book’s illustrations are beautifully textured and 
artfully designed. While the text’s underlying message is well 
intentioned, the author’s choice to frame Gauri’s overwhelm-
ing emotion as anger, rather than jealousy, makes the story read 
more like a misplaced condemnation of South Asian girls’ rage 
than a story about mindfulness. 

A splendidly illustrated picture book that misses the emo-
tional mark. (Picture book. 3-6)

MY GRANDMA’S PHOTOS
Sunar, Özge Bahar
Illus. by Senta Urgan
Trans. by Amy Marie Spangler
Amazon Crossing Kids (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 1, 2022
978-1-5420-3115-8  

Through photographs, a grandmother 
relives her life with her grandchild before 

dying peacefully.
Ali’s grandma’s mind gets confused, and her body is tired. 

When shown old photographs, Grandma doesn’t recognize her 
young self. But Ali’s gentle presence helps Grandma remember. 
“At that moment I felt as if I were being pulled into the photo. 
Together with Grandma, I traveled into the past.” Through a 
series of black-and-white photographs, Grandma shares her 
life’s journey. Ali meets Grandma at different ages. Ali watches 
her grow up and achieve her dream of owning a dressmak-
ing shop. When they reach the last photograph, of her wed-
ding, Grandma decides it’s time for her to stay with Grandpa. 
Grandma tells Ali it’s OK to let her go, that Ali has a life to live 

and to capture in new photographs. Although Grandma is gone 
now, Ali remembers her through the photos hung all over the 
house. The first-person narration of this gentle picture book 
translated from Turkish brings a childlike sense of wonder, 
joy, and sadness to this story about letting go of a loved one. 
Although Ali is given he/him pronouns on the book jacket, no 
pronouns are used in the text of the book. Smudgy charcoal, 
textured colored pencils, and occasional collage elements, along 
with striking use of real photographs, create a dreamlike scrap-
book. Illustrated characters have white skin and graphite-col-
ored hair. Black-and-white photographs appear to depict people 
with dark hair and pale or tan skin.

A gentle book about remembering, as well as grieving, a 
life well lived. (Picture book. 5-10)

WOMBAT UNDERGROUND
A Wildfire Survival Story
Thomson, Sarah L.
Illus. by Charles Santoso
Little, Brown (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-316-70706-0  

An Australian bushfire wreaks havoc 
on wildlife.

The plight of creatures native to 
Australia—a wombat, a skink, a wallaby, and an echidna—is dra-
matically told in this story of a raging fire. Ignited by a lightning 
flash, the fire endangers the animals’ lives and their habitats. 
Expressed through richly poetic language, the story captures 
the ways in which the blaze upends the animals’ lives, forcing 
them to flee and seek shelter. This is a tale rooted in fact, and 
children will learn some basic information about the animals’ 
habits and the climatic factors that generate life-threatening 
flames, emphasized by a tempestuous spread featuring the “Ka-
Boom!” of the lightning strike. A gentle fictional component, 
arising from Wombat’s digging prowess and the cozy burrow it 
digs for itself, leads to a sweet denouement in which its neigh-
bors find a safe haven. Thus, readers will also discover a welcome 
message about kindness. The warmly colored illustrations are 
splendid, providing realistic depictions of the animals and the 
landscapes surrounding them. Wombat is presented as a cud-
dly, endearing animal; throughout, the artwork focuses readers’ 
close attention on how Wombat shelters inside its underground 
lair. An author’s note explains that Australia has an annual fire 
season and references the particularly calamitous bushfires that 
occurred there in 2019-2020, exacerbated by global warming 
and drought. Additional facts about the animals are included. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A charming introduction to creatures native to Australia 
and a wake-up call to care for our planet. (bibliography, includ-
ing websites) (Informational picture book. 4-8)
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LOVE IN THE LIBRARY
Tokuda-Hall, Maggie
Illus. by Yas Imamura
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-5362-0430-8  

This story, inspired by the author’s 
grandparents, celebrates love blooming in the desert during a 
time of extreme duress.

In a World War II incarceration camp for Japanese Ameri-
cans, two young people find respite in one another. In Minidoka, 
families are crowded together, enduring harsh weather, barbed 
wire fences, the intimidating scrutiny of White armed guards, 
and the stress of unjust imprisonment. Book lover Tama finds 
solace volunteering in the camp library, where she is visited daily 
by George, a handsome young man with a seemingly insatiable 
appetite for reading. Tama, who revels in the power of words, 
struggles to name her overwhelming feelings. George’s reassur-
ance that she is only human opens the door to love, marriage, 
and the birth of their first child in camp, a bubble of happiness 
in the midst of struggle. The gentle text shows how, no matter 
how bleak the outlook, people can find ways to hope, dream, 
and endure. An author’s note fills in some background on the 
real Tama and George Tokuda and connects their story to the 
many other American communities who experience racism but 
nevertheless claim joy. Imamura’s soft, exquisite illustrations 
capture the physical locale, using light and shadow in powerful 
ways. The 1940s setting comes to life with loving care in details 
of the decor and characters’ clothes.

An evocative and empowering tribute to human dignity 
and optimism. (Picture book. 7-10)

AGE OF ANCIENT 
SEA MONSTERS
Yang Yang
Trans. by Mo Chen
Illus. by Chuang Zhao
Brown Books Publishing Group 
(208 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-61254-530-1 
Series: PNSO Field Guide to the Ancient 
World, 3 

An album of portraits of aquatic reptiles of the Mesozoic 
Era.

This fourth volume in a series that promises to cover much 
of past and present life on Earth continues to focus on the age of 
reptiles. The illustrations, paintings based on life-sized models, 
are accompanied by imagined stories about the creatures as well 
as facts about their place in reptile history. The creators covered 
much of the same time period in Secrets of Ancient Sea Monsters 
(2021) and reuse some of those pictures, but the organization 
and accompanying information are different. Gone are the fast 
facts that were found on the bottoms of the pages of earlier 

volumes; this one has longer and more imaginative stories. Yang 
gives his subjects emotions, motivations, and even occasional 
conversations. This volume is roughly organized in a chronolog-
ical manner over the Triassic, Jurassic, and Cretaceous periods. 
In a final summary of this history, the writer seems to ascribe 
evolutionary changes to the desires of the different species—
though this may be partly an artifact of translation: “The pow-
erful plesiosaurs were confidently replacing the ichthyosaurs 
as the hegemon of the ocean.” Chen’s translation is reasonably 
smooth, but words like hegemon, maxilla, and volatile are likely to 
be as unfamiliar to young readers as the scientific names of the 
species themselves. (This book was reviewed digitally.) 

More science-based imagination for readers with a passion 
for prehistoric reptiles. (references, index, project plan) (Infor-
mational picture book. 8-12)

“The gentle text shows how, no matter how bleak the 
outlook, people find ways to dream and endure.”

love in the library



9 6   |   1  n o v e m b e r  2 0 2 1   |   y o u n g  a d u l t   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

young 
adult

HERE’S TO US 
Albertalli, Becky & Adam Silvera
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(448 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Dec. 28, 2021
978-0-06-307163-6  

Former boyfriends’ “big Broadway 
love story” gets a revival in this sequel to 
What If It’s Us (2018). 

Two years after their flash romance, 
Ben Alejo and Arthur Seuss (both now in 

college) couldn’t have drifted further apart. But destiny inter-
venes when Arthur lands his “ultimate top-tier pie-in-the-sky 
dream job” interning at a queer off-Broadway theater for the 
summer. Their long-anticipated reunion comes with a small 
catch: Both boys are basically taken. Ben met Mario in his col-
lege creative writing class, and, while they aren’t boyfriends, 
the connection—and attraction—is definitely there. Arthur’s 
officially dating Mikey, whose sweetness and steadiness saved 
him from remaining a “Ben-addled mess.” Cue the confusion—
and inevitable broken hearts—as Ben and Arthur contend with 
their pasts and presents while trying to figure out their futures. 
Who will end up with whom? Albertalli’s and Silvera’s voices 
blend seamlessly, balancing the complexities of the boys’ situa-
tions with heartfelt (and heartwarming) nostalgia. As in the pre-
vious book, the narrative alternates between Ben’s and Arthur’s 
perspectives with off-the-charts wit and chemistry. Lovable 
side characters have grown and matured, while new characters 
expand the world to create an even stronger sense of commu-
nity. Loose ends are tied up believably with an epilogue. Arthur 
is Jewish; Ben and Mario are Puerto Rican, and Mikey is White.

Swoonworthy wish fulfillment that checks all the right 
boxes. (Fiction. 14-18)

MURDER OF CROWS
Ancrum, K.
Scholastic (304 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-338-74292-3 
Series: Lethal Lit, 1 

Teen sleuth Tig Torres of the popu-
lar Lethal Lit podcast returns to Hollow 
Falls, where another deadly mystery 
awaits.

Fresh off a summer in New York fol-
lowing the events of the Lit Killer case, Tig is ready to reunite 

HERE’S TO US by Becky Albertalli & Adam Silvera ........................ 96

MY FINE FELLOW by Jennieke Cohen .............................................. 101

AIN’T BURNED ALL THE BRIGHT by Jason Reynolds; 
illus. by Jason Griffin ........................................................................ 104

OVERGROUND RAILROAD (THE YOUNG ADULT ADAPTATION) 
by Candacy Taylor .............................................................................105

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

REVOLUTION IN OUR TIME
Reynolds, Jason
Illus. by Jason Griffin
Caitlyn Dlouhy/ 
Atheneum (384 pp.)
$19.99  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-5344-3946-7
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with her friends Wyn and Max in Hollow Falls. Of course, Tig’s 
reputation soon draws her into another mystery when eccentric 
Mr. Green invites her to join the Murder of Crows, a secretive 
club full of older townsfolk obsessed with sprawling local his-
tory. At a club meeting, Mr. Wyatt (another odd elderly man) 
tasks Tig with completing The Hunt, a riddle-strewn search 
for the town founder’s body and, with it, a fabled treasure that 
numerous would-be adventurers throughout the area’s blood-
drenched past have fixated upon. When Mr. Wyatt ends up 
dead, Tig realizes another killer is afoot. The deeper Tig and her 
friends dive into The Hunt and its numerous dangers, the more 
Tig uncovers about the Murder of Crows, the truth behind Hol-
low Falls’ Founder’s Day, and even her Abuela’s shocking role in 
The Hunt almost 50 years ago. This brisk, absorbing mystery is 
a tight (if sometimes clunky) ode to sinister small towns. Ref-
erences to Tig’s podcast—recapping events thus far—as well 
as a subplot involving her relationship with Wyn that gestures 
toward something beyond friendship, add more intriguing 
wrinkles to this tale. Fans will be aware that Tig is Cuban Ameri-
can; Wyn and Max read as White.

Gruesomely cool. (Thriller. 12-18)

WAKING ROMEO
Barker, Kathryn
Flatiron Books (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-250-17410-9  

Star-crossed lovers get a science-fic-
tion spin in this time-travel tale.

It’s 2083, and having survived her 
attempted-suicide-by-knife, 18-year-old 
Juliet “Jules” Capulet is surly and scarred, 
unromantic but still reckless, while 

Romeo Montague remains in a coma. She and the other Settlers 
are squatting in a ruined London while the rest of humanity 
became Travelers, using pods to escape to the future. Mean-
while, Heathcliff Ellis is a Deadender, plucked from an immi-
nent demise to save humanity and able to jump around in time. 
Tasked with waking Romeo and, circuitously, ensuring his own 
future/past, Ellis scrambles to save the reluctant Jules. Certainly 
not the first time-traveling or dystopian Shakespearean retell-
ing, this melodrama delivers a grungy end-times aesthetic even 
as it suffers from shaky logic and repetition. Also wearisome 
is the gimmick that self-avowed Shakespeare-fan Jules is writ-
ing Romeo and Juliet to add to the classic canon. Barker crams 
in many quotes from across the Bard’s oeuvre, often without 
attribution and out of context; while readers who are ardent 
Shakespeare fans may recognize and appreciate them, for oth-
ers it renders this futuristic tale unevenly archaic and disjointed. 
Romeo and Jules are cued as White; Ellis is black.

A redemption story about loving both well and wisely that 
doesn’t coalesce. (Science fiction. 14-18)

HALLEY’S COMET
Barnard, Hannes
Catalyst Press (320 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-9463955-5-9  

 Three teens from different back-
grounds share a secret and form life-
changing friendships.

 Pete is a 15-year-old White boy in 
1986 South Africa whose father is a man-
ager at a coal mine. One night, when out 

for a run, Pete crosses paths with Petrus, a Black farmhand’s 
son who happens to be in the same area. Witnessing a crime in 
progress, they save Sarita, an Indian girl whose family owns a 
shop, from a violent sexual assault by White farmer Rudie. Over 
a period of months, Rudie blackmails them, threatening vio-
lence against Pete’s mother, saying he will reveal that the boys 
were trespassing on a territorial White landowner’s property, 
and suggesting they were engaging in interracial gay sex. These 
events take place in the final years of the apartheid era as pro-
tests to bring about changes in society are increasing in urgency. 
Although Pete’s perspective is the primary one, the bonds 
between the three friends open their eyes to the different reali-
ties of the segregated worlds they come from and broaden their 
minds to embrace new possibilities. From the opening pages, 
Barnard sets an intriguing tone and fast pace. What follows is a 
thrilling, tension-filled story of friendship, love, radicalism, and 
justice that will resonate with many readers, although younger 
readers unfamiliar with the setting will benefit from learning 
more about the history and context.

A heart-wrenching coming-of-age story. (glossary) (Fiction. 
14-adult)

THE GIRL WHO KNEW TOO 
MUCH
Brooks, Tiffany
Sourcebooks Fire (384 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Jan. 1, 2022
978-1-72822-232-5  

A rich teen hopes that participating 
in a reality TV show set on an uninhab-
ited Brazilian island can rehabilitate her 
damaged reputation.

Twenty teens are dropped on deserted 
Black Rock Island, where they will compete in two teams for a 
cash prize and the chance to find a long-lost stolen Inca treasure. 
Riley Ozment knows all about the treasure, as her godfather was 
the last hunter to get close to discovering it—in fact, she visited 
the island with him shortly before he was murdered. She sees this 
trip as a chance to prove herself to the world after a series of mis-
takes led to her suspension from her private school and the very 
public humiliating fallout when she tried to defend herself. But 
Riley’s plans are upended by back-stabbing, double-crossing, 
mysterious accidents, and her own inner demons. This thriller 



For too long the Black best friend—
the sidekick to the White girl main 
character—has been a staple in liter-
ature for young people by non-Black 
writers. This two-dimensional stock 
character has served several purposes: 
meeting her White friend’s emotional 
needs, supporting the White charac-
ter’s personal growth, and implicitly 
signaling the supposed moral good-
ness of that White protagonist. The 

Black BFF doesn’t have a well-developed backstory or arc of 
her own, making her a prop more than a recognizable person. 
(I’m focusing here on a common dynamic with women and 
girls; other genders face related but slightly different literary 
obstacles.)

Even as more White authors rec-
ognize the need to reflect real-world 
diversity in their books, there are too 
many recent titles that continue to 
feature this trope. Books regularly 
cross my desk in which the Black best 
friend is beautiful, athletic, a top stu-
dent, self-aware, empathetic, emo-
tionally giving—and more. As YA au-
thors have started paying more atten-
tion to systemic racism and its impact 
on young people’s lives, an additional 
burden has been placed on these characters’ shoulders: edu-
cating their White friends about the realities of race. 

While surely intended by their creators to be positive, 
these too-perfect characters are so far from the complex, 
messy realities of adolescence—especially when lived at 
the intersection of racial and gender bias—that they read 
like the mirror image of lazy, negative stereotypes rather 
than true progress toward inclusivity. And joining the Black 
friend who exemplifies superheroic perfection is a new 

stock figure I keep encountering: 
the Black woman therapist. The na-
ture of the therapist-client relation-
ship is such that readers would not 
expect to learn much about the ther-
apist, neatly allowing her sole pur-
pose to be that of serving the White 
character’s needs. Each individual 
instance may not feel egregious in 
itself, but taken together, the persis-
tence and prevalence of these char-
acterizations speak volumes. One 

antidote is to read books by Black au-
thors that feature Black women and 
girls in the fullness of their humanity.

Nonfiction is a natural place to 
start. Disability Visibility (Adapted for 
Young Adults): 17 First-Person Stories for 
Today, edited by Alice Wong (Dela-
corte, Oct. 26), and Wild Tongues Can’t 
Be Tamed: 15 Voices From the Latinx Dias-
pora, edited by Saraciea J. Fennell (Flat-
iron Books, Nov. 2), are superlative 
collections of personal stories by a broad range of contribu-
tors. In each of these books Black women share nuanced and 
thoughtful reflections on their lives—about navigating the 
many ways there are to be Black and Latina or making an im-
pact as a Black woman with disabilities.

Two very different novels reflect on the experiences of 
daughters of immigrants. In the vividly poetic Home Is Not 

a Country by Safia Elhillo (Make Me 
a World, March 2), 14-year-old Suda-
nese American Nima copes with curi-
osity about her family history, Islamo-
phobia at school, and distance from 
her mother and best friend. A Catho-
lic school senior with highly protective 
Haitian immigrant parents grapples 
with the pressure to excel and follow 
the straight and narrow path in Sim-
one Breaks All the Rules (Scholastic, June 
1), Debbie Rigaud’s charming, layered 

coming-of-age story. 
Magical worlds can be a creative way to express pointed 

social commentary, as is the case with two powerful, relevant 
works: A Chorus Rises by Bethany C. Morrow (Tor Teen, June 
1), the follow-up to 2020’s A Song Below 
Water, and Bad Witch Burning by Jessica 
Lewis (Delacorte, Aug. 24). Morrow’s 
novel takes on social media, privilege, 
sisterhood, feminism, and the respon-
sibilities that come with influence. 
Lewis uses her protagonist’s supernat-
ural powers to highlight issues of pov-
erty, food insecurity, domestic violence, 
and a fraught mother-daughter rela-
tionship.

Laura Simeon is a young readers’ editor. 

YOUNG ADULT  |  Laura Simeon

Beyond the Black BFF
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mixes the ins and outs of filming a reality show with a mystery, a 
side of romance, developing friendships, and, above all, Riley’s 
journey of self-discovery. However, the convergence of all these 
disparate storylines doesn’t form a cohesive whole, and the sup-
porting characters are not as well developed as the protagonist. 
Interestingly, Riley is unlikable for her naïveté about her privi-
leged background but still sympathetic as a teen girl finding her 
place in the world. Riley is assumed White; other competitors 
are described as being “Indian, African American, [and] Asian.” 

An uneven novel that is as flawed as its protagonist. (map) 
(Thriller. 14-18)

THE CHOSEN ONE
A First-Generation Ivy 
League Odyssey
Brown, Echo
Christy Ottaviano Books (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-316-31066-6  

A first-generation college student 
finds her footing and her power in a 
strange new world.

Echo Brown has never lived in a 
place so White, so wealthy, or so foreign. The 19-year-old first-
year college student cannot seem to find her place at Dart-
mouth. Back home in Cleveland, everyone was the same: Black 
and working class like her and looking for a better life. She and 
new Black college friends Earnell and Kelicia do their best to 
support one another in an alien environment. They understand 
each other’s struggles and the immense pressure from everyone 
back home to succeed. After her White Christian crush, Bryce, 
invites her to attend a hypnotist’s show and she is brought on 
stage, Echo begins to experience the world differently. Portals 
appear before her, rooms rearrange themselves, demolished 
buildings are suddenly standing—and no one else notices. Echo 
worries that the stress of campus life is chipping away at her 
sanity. The line between reality and her visions continues to blur, 
Echo’s grades start slipping, and she stands to lose everything 
she’s worked for. Her journey is long and winding, but eventu-
ally she comes to a place of peace. The poetic and supernatural 
elements of the novel muddy the storytelling at times, and it 
teeters between suspense and confusion. However, Echo her-
self is a well-defined character.

A meandering odyssey of hope. (Fiction. 14-18)

VINYL MOON
Browne, Mahogany L.
Crown (176 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-593-17643-6  

After a traumatic incident with her 
boyfriend, Angel gets a fresh start at a 
new school.

Darius was the first person to call 
Angel beautiful, but he called her other, 
terrible things too. After the events of 

a night that Angel can’t forget, Darius’ words are among the 
memories Angel carries when her mother sends her away from 
California to live with her uncle in Brooklyn. Worse than the 
memories, Angel blames herself for what happened. At her 
new high school, 11th grader Angel is assigned to a homeroom/
advisory class entitled Her Excellence is Resilience & Honoring 
Everyone’s Roots. Guided by their teacher, Ms. G, H.E.R. advi-
sees work through their feelings in an encouraging environment. 

“Poignant poems are interspersed among 
passages of compelling prose.”

vinyl moon
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They deal with betrayals, young motherhood, and other chal-
lenges, but no one here is tragic. All of the novel’s characters 
are refreshingly layered and endearing, even when they aren’t 
at their best. As the school year progresses, Angel sees her life 
reflected in books by writers including Toni Morrison, Zora 
Neale Hurston, and Jason Reynolds. Angel’s poignant poems 
are interspersed among passages of compelling prose. Her com-
munity reflects a diverse array of Black cultures as well as sexual 
identities and personalities.

A beautiful love letter to Brooklyn, Black authors, and the 
beats that create the soundtrack of a young life evolving. (Fic-
tion. 14-18)

ONE TRUE LOVES
Bryant, Elise
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-06-298286-5  

A Black girl’s coming-of-age and 
summer of romance.

Seventeen-year-old Lenore Bennett 
from Long Beach, California, is experi-
encing many firsts and lasts before she 
heads off to NYU, a source of anxiety as 

she is undecided about her major and future career path. One 
of her firsts is a European cruise with her family. Unlike her 
romance-focused friend, Tessa, who is bent on Lenore’s having 
a rom-com–worthy summer, Lenore herself has long given up 
on the idea of having the type of love she secretly dreams about. 
Enter Alex Lee, a 17-year-old Black and Korean boy, also from 
Southern California, who has a detailed life plan that includes 
studying medicine. But not only is Alex fresh off a breakup and 
not exactly looking for love again, his ex-girlfriend is on the 
same cruise ship. Lenore and Alex initially get off on the wrong 
foot, but forced proximity, thanks to their parents’ bonding, 
leads to their falling for each other as they grow closer. In this 
companion novel to 2021’s Happily Ever Afters, Bryant maintains 
her contemporary yet timeless authorial style that is a breath 
of fresh air for the genre. The dynamic characters and relation-
ships and authentic tone make for an engaging read. Charm and 
humor balance the portions of the novel that delve into more 
serious topics like race, the pressures of familial and societal 
expectations, and mental health.

A sweet love story for the realistic romantics of the world. 
(Romance. 14-18)

CRUSHING
Burrows, Sophie
Algonquin (160 pp.) 
$22.95  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-64375-239-6  

This quiet, wordless book is artist 
and author Burrows’ graphic-novel debut.

A young woman, pale and rosy-
cheeked with a straight black bob, lives 

alone in London—except for her cat—surrounded by lovers 
on Hampstead Heath and crowds on the Tube. One night she 
runs down to the local kebab and pizza shop in her pajamas and 
encounters a young man, pale and freckled with floppy red hair, 
also wearing pajamas. Unfortunately, they don’t notice each 
other surreptitiously noticing each other and head their sepa-
rate ways, the young man returning to his flat—empty except 
for his dog and the glare of his laptop screen. The young woman 
tries a dating app, and a man sends her unsolicited, intimate 
selfies; the young man gets spattered in bird poop while work-
ing a temp job dressed as an avocado. The story conveys life as a 
series of small indignities, slight misses, and minor connections 
but ends on a hopeful note. The pencil drawings with red high-
lights are eloquent and emotive, drawing readers in and con-
veying the personalities of the characters. The accomplished 
artwork is reminiscent of Raymond Briggs, not least in its abil-
ity to capture the poignancy, dignity, drama, and humor of the 
everyday. The backmatter includes mental health organizations 
and crisis lines and a note from Burrows referencing inspiration 
from missed connections columns and pandemic isolation.

Evocatively sketches a fine line between someday and hap-
pily-ever-after. (Graphic fiction. 16-adult)

A SOFT PLACE TO FALL
Christenson, Tanya
Red Deer Press (480 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Nov. 15, 2021
978-0-88995-638-4  

The departure of an alternative 
school’s empathetic teacher leaves her 
vulnerable students feeling bereft.

Creighton was 5 in 1989 when his 
mom left to pursue a singing career. Now 
14, he and his emotionally distant dad 

settle in Breton, British Columbia. Behind in school and socially 
disengaged, Creighton enrolls in a tiny alternative school for 
students whose burdens include family dysfunction, poverty, 
abuse, and trauma. Bolstering students’ self-esteem, validating 
them, and helping them explore their interests, Ms. Hayworth 
prioritizes emotional needs over a strict academic agenda or 
punitive discipline. Slowly and unevenly, each young person—
even bully Carlos—begins to heal. Creighton befriends trauma-
tized Schooner and bonds with two older teens: sexual-assault 
survivor Carin, whose single mom has cancer, and Ratchet, shel-
tered and employed by a caring farmer after being taken from 

“Evocatively sketches a fine line between 
someday and happily-ever-after.”

crushing
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his abusive parents. These relationships anchor Creighton and 
help strengthen his relationship with his dad. But when Ms. 
Hayworth goes on maternity leave and is replaced by an affect-
less, uncaring teacher, the students relapse and catastrophe 
looms. The narrative pacing is slow but purposeful. The memo-
rable characters, all cued as White, are drawn with affection and 
are scarred, flawed, and fully human. Their needs are great, their 
expectations modest as they hunger for connection and secu-
rity. As Ms. Hayworth says, “it’s hard to give to others what you 
haven’t received yourself.”

This quiet debut with a powerful message leaves readers 
plenty to ponder. (author Q&A) (Fiction. 12-16)

MY FINE FELLOW 
Cohen, Jennieke
HarperTeen (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-06-304753-2  

A sparkling retelling of My Fair Lady 
set in an alternate 1830s London in which 
Princess Charlotte lives to become queen.

Helena Higgins and Penelope Pick-
ering are top students at the Royal Acad-
emy of Culinaria Artisticus who dream of 

being culinary consultants for England’s moneyed elite. While 
Helena is known for her bossy nature and discerning palate, 
Penelope specializes in drawing on international flavors to cre-
ate memorable dishes. While shopping at Covent Garden, they 
come across street peddler Elijah Little, whose “Faraway Pas-
ties”—actually empanadas—leave Helena convinced that with 
some polish she can turn Elijah into a sought-after gentleman 
chef. Cohen strikes a compelling balance between paying hom-
age to her source material and telling a new story about two 
outsiders trying to make their marks in a deeply prejudicial 
society. Penelope’s White English father and Filipina mother 
live abroad in order to protect their White-passing child’s pros-
pects. Orphaned Elijah’s family fled to England from Bavaria to 
escape antisemitism. Cohen seamlessly weaves historical facts 
about England’s Jewish communities throughout her novel, and 
readers will connect to both Penelope’s and Elijah’s desires to 
remain true to themselves in a world that would prefer them to 
stay on the margins.

A compelling novel that showcases the diversity of 19th-
century England. (recipe, historical note) (Historical fiction. 14-18)

THE KINDRED
Dow, Alechia
Inkyard Press (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-335-41861-6  

Two 17-year-olds who were bonded 
at birth through matching implanted 
microchips escape attempts on their life.

Joy Mirari Abara is based on Hali-
Monchuri, a planet devastated by the col-
onizing, imperialistic Qadin family. This 

same family instituted the Kindred program that bonded poor 
commoner Joy, mind and body, to the handsome, black-haired, 
dark brown–skinned Duke Felix Hamdi in a notably unconven-
tional match. Joy’s dark-brown skin and weight are critiqued by 
Maxon, the boy her mother chose as her betrothed, but to Felix, 
she’s everything he’s ever wanted, though he must hide his care 
for her—both his Kindred and his love. When all the reigning 
Qadin family members are assassinated, and Joy and Felix are 
accused of the murders, they leave their galaxy in search of a 
way to prove their innocence. They find Terra, our Earth, and 
through friendships with humans and other aliens, they realize 
they may also find ways to save their planet and relationship. 
The pacing is uneven at times: Pages of characters’ reflections 
are followed by bursts of disjointed action, and quite a bit of the 
exposition is shared in flashbacks dotted throughout the novel, 
interrupting the flow. However, body-positive messages and 
brilliant, considerate queer representation demonstrate abun-
dant heart. The character development is comprehensive, even 
for those on the periphery, and the attention to technological 
and language details is fun and focused.

Intergalactic intrigue, a little romance, and a lot of action 
make for good vibes in this space saga. (Science fiction. 14-18)

THE IVORY KEY
Raman, Akshaya
Clarion Books (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-358-46833-2 
Series: Ivory Key Duology, 1 

Four royal siblings reunite, seeking 
the Ivory Key, a legendary object that 
could unlock an incredible source of 
magic and rescue their country from 
impending war.

For centuries, Ashoka has relied on magic to fuel its econ-
omy and protect its borders. But the magic is running out, and 
Vira, the newly crowned maharani, is desperate. A suspect in 
the murder of Lord Harish, Vira’s betrothed, shows signs of 
ties to the Kamala Society, a secret organization that sealed 
all the magic quarries when Ashokan provinces fought to con-
trol the mining trade. To unlock them and save Ashoka, Vira 
must retrieve the Ivory Key, but she requires the help of her 
three estranged siblings, who each have their own reasons for 
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Alice Wong knows disabled readers deserve 
stories by disabled authors that are guided into 
the world by disabled editors, agents, copy edi-
tors, and publicists. There are plenty of YA sto-
ries with disabled characters who serve, as she 
puts it, “as devices for the main character’s re-
demption or coming-of-age.” Wong, a longtime 
disability rights activist, knows we can do better.

Disability Visibility (Adapted for Young Adults) 
(Delacorte, Oct. 26) features 17 of the essays 
from the 2020 adult collection that she edited, 
with a new introduction aimed at young read-
ers. It’s not “an A-to-Z, ticking off all the box-
es,” Wong tells me in a recent conversation over 
Zoom from her home in San Francisco. “That’s 
not the point of this anthology. It’s really digging 
deep into what people are passionate about, and 

about their lives, about their work, about their 
truths. It’s not trying to be all things for all peo-
ple.” 

I ask her what is, to me, the $20,000 question: 
Who’s the audience she most wants to reach? Wong 
says she’s thrilled if nondisabled people read the 
collection, and she’s proud that it’s approachable. 
But “I don’t center nondisabled people,” she tells 
me. “I don’t center their expectations.”

Wong is confident that this perspective makes 
her collection resonate more with both disabled 
and nondisabled young readers. For readers who 
are disabled or chronically ill, she stresses the rar-
ity of books speaking directly to their experienc-
es. “If you’re a disabled person reading the intro-
duction, you think, this person’s talking to me!” But 
because it has avoided all the careworn tropes of 
inspirational or tragic or healed disabled people, 
Disability Visibility has also created something 
more compelling for all readers. “I wanted [it] to 
be a provocation. Not a violent one but a gentle 
provocation toward doing better,” she says.

When I ask about her choice not to include 
authors’ notes or explainers providing context 
for the pieces, she talks about the possibility 
that an anthology will excite readers into re-
search and activism. It’s important for readers 

“to accept the author on their own terms,” she 
explains. “There’s the opportunity for people 
to learn more afterward. That’s another sneaky 
agenda of mine. I want these readers to be 
superexcited and to be moved and curious and 
do papers on each author.” 

Wong is deeply enthusiastic about the use of 
the original anthology in college classrooms and 

Eddie H
ernandez Photography

BEHIND THE BOOK

Disability Visibility
Disability rights activist Alice Wong is excited to bring her anthology to 
young readers in a vibrant new adaptation 
BY DEBORAH KAPLAN
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looks forward to the YA addition being used sim-
ilarly. “It’s really been a thrill to talk to teachers, 
students, people who are giving it to their fami-
lies. It has the potential to be a really wonderful 
entry point for a lot of nondisabled people.” An-
thologies are powerful, she says, because along 
with the brevity of individual pieces, there’s “a 
variety of subjects, a variety of styles. That, to 
me, goes hand in hand with the diversity. It’s 
about style, it’s about tone, it’s about subjects, 
not just the actual author.”

Everything Wong says about the essays inter-
twines the personal and the political, which are 
interdependent for her. Among the most cru-
cial criteria in selecting the essays was that she 
love all the pieces personally. She praises the ten-
derness of one essay and the joy in another. But 
she’s also adamant that the collection be “the 
catalyst to this larger, not-so-subtle, relative po-
liticization. I want them to really wake up.” But 
the personal and political aren’t in conflict; they 
feed one another. She sees how individual each 
of these essays is to the author’s experience: “I 
want to dig deeper, I want realness, I want power, 
I want the messiness.”

Perhaps this explains her answer when I ask 
about how she retains hope in seemingly hope-
less times: “my friendships and relationships 
with others, being in community,” she says. She 
reminds me that one of the strengths of chron-
ically ill and disabled people is that we often 
have a “better understanding of slowing down 
when we need to slow down.” This understand-
ing is something disabled people can bring to the 
publishing industry, Wong offers. Although she 
is heartened to see more disabled writers pub-
lished than ever before, she knows that the work 
will be superior if there are disabled people ev-
erywhere in the editing and publishing process.

Wong is already looking ahead to her next 
book—a memoir, Year of the Tiger: An Activist’s 
Life, coming in 2022 from Vintage. It’s clear that 
the shift from compiling and editing an anthol-
ogy to writing her own memoir has been fasci-
nating for her. She’s passionate about nonfiction, 
hers or others’. While fiction can open up young 
readers’ imaginations, she says, “sometimes non-
fiction can do the same thing. Nonfiction can re-

ally open our thoughts, too, and open our eyes 
and our hearts.”

And as for the pieces in this collection? The 
tender and the angry, the straightforward and 
the joyful, the political and the activist? “We de-
serve them,” she says.

Deborah Kaplan is a disabled techie and book review-
er in Massachusetts. Disability Visibility (Adapted 
for Young Adults) received a starred review in the 
Sept. 15, 2021, issue.
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obtaining it. Vira’s twin, Ronak, wants to sell it so he can start a 
new life. Her half brother, Kaleb, who is accused of murdering 
his stepmother, the previous maharani, longs to clear his name. 
Her sister, Riya, who has not revealed her true identity as the 
rajkumaari to the Ravens, a rebel group she has joined, wishes 
to prove her loyalty to them. Raman’s immersive, enchanting 
world is rich in Indian cultural influences. Alternating points 
of view allow every protagonist to shine, and the epilogue told 
from a fifth perspective offers a tease for the duology’s next 
installment.

Skillfully weaves together political intrigue, complex sib-
ling relationships, and magic. (Fantasy. 13-17)

AIN’T BURNED ALL 
THE BRIGHT 
Reynolds, Jason
Illus. by Jason Griffin
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (384 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-5344-3946-7  

A profound visual testimony to how 
much changed while we all had to stay 
inside and how much—painfully, mourn-
fully—stayed the same.

Reynolds’ poetry and Griffin’s art perform a captivating 
dance on pages of mixed-media collage and emotive reflection 
on the pronounced threats facing a contemporary Black fam-
ily. In “Breath One,” the opening of the verse narrative, the 
unnamed boy protagonist struggles with the onslaught of TV 
news coverage of the systemic violence and death experienced 
by Black people—coverage that is both overwhelming and 
insufficient. The television then forms the backdrop of the 
narrator’s concerns for his bedridden father, who is struggling 
with an acute respiratory illness while isolated in a bedroom. 
The art is sometimes spare and monochrome before shifting 
to a bright and striking palette as Griffin deploys aesthetics 
that enliven the rich flow and rhythm of Reynolds’ words. The 
two skillfully go back and forth like rap duos of old, each with 
a distinct voice that enriches the other. The result is an effec-
tive critique of the ways we’ve failed as a society to care for one 
another. By “Breath Three,” however, a complicated optimism 
shines through for a family that perseveres through closeness 
and connection despite what is broadcast from their TV. While 
grounded in 2020, many of the issues touched on explicitly are 
very much not over and not even new, making this remarkable 
work both timely and timeless.

Artful, cathartic, and most needed. (conversation between 
creators) (Illustrated poetry. 12-18)

ECHOES AND EMPIRES
Rhodes, Morgan
Razorbill/Penguin (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-593-35165-9  

A glam teen girl, a hardened criminal 
boy, and the forbidden magic that will 
either save or destroy them. 

In the Empire of Regara everybody 
knows that magic is the source of all 
evil, and its users are punished by death. 

So when 17-year-old socialite Josslyn Drake comes into con-
tact with a box that accidentally contaminates her with a type 
of dark magic that allows her to access the memories of the 
empire’s most infamous and dangerous warlock (the very one 
who killed her father), she will do everything to keep this fact 
a secret until she can have the magic removed from her body 
before it corrupts her soul. Temporarily allying herself with 
19-year-old Jericho Nox, a dangerous (but gorgeous) blackguard 
who has his own secrets, is just the first step in a journey that 
turns into a roller coaster of magic, politics, and dark secrets. 
The first in a duology, this fun adventure fantasy is full of twists 
and genuinely entertaining, if slightly rushed. Josslyn’s snarky 
voice is engaging and funny, and the story effectively shows her 
character growth from mostly self-absorbed to someone who 
makes hard choices after learning unthinkable truths. The witty 
banter and the enemies-to-lovers dynamic between Josslyn and 
Jericho are undeniably charming. Most characters are White. 

Magic, romance, and politics combine in an oh-so-fun, 
fast-paced fantasy. (Fantasy. 14-18)

FIRST TO A MILLION
A Teenager’s Guide to 
Achieving Early Financial 
Freedom
Sheeks, Dan
BiggerPockets (240 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Dec. 14, 2021
978-1-947200-46-3  

An infomercial-style book about 
financial independence options and 
long-term goals.

Sheeks’ plan for achieving FI includes four useful mecha-
nisms with clear and concise advice on how to earn more, spend 
less, save robustly, and invest wisely. The formula to reduce 
the burden of debt and grow wealth also features several short 
profiles of real young people and describes their experiences. 
The insights about time and frugality are highlights, and the 
4 Percent Rule for savings and other tools encourage helpful 
reflection. Sheeks discusses how aggressive saving, establish-
ing good credit, and wise investing will help readers obtain FI 
long before the usual age of retirement. However, with a limited 
analysis of alternate viewpoints and no mention of broader soci-
etal inequities that have an impact on personal opportunities 
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and finance, such as race, sexuality, gender identity, and social 
class, readers could become wary of this approach. The weak, 
repetitive writing quickly becomes as tedious as an awkward 
middle-aged relative trying to sound hip, offering a handful 
of valuable perspectives that go somewhat against the grain of 
conventional wisdom about retirement yet delivering the feel of 
a long-winded sales pitch complete with multiple reminders to 
post selfies and videos featuring the book on social media. 

A mildly informative but incomplete view of financial 
goal setting. (checklists, resources, notes, glossary) (Nonfiction. 
14-18)

OUTER BANKS
Lights Out
Sheinmel, Alyssa
Amulet/Abrams (288 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 23, 2021
978-1-4197-5806-5 
Series: Outer Banks, 1 

Making a spring break trip to the 
Graveyard of the Atlantic, the nickname 
given to Frying Pan Shoals due to all the 
ships it’s claimed, is probably not the 

best idea.
But that’s exactly what best friends JJ and John B do. JJ 

needs to escape from his abusive father, and John B needs a 
break from searching for his. When these two self-described 
Pogues, or working-class townies, living on the Outer Banks of 
North Carolina decide to escape their unsatisfying home lives 
by going on a fishing trip, they soon learn how dangerous the 
open water can be. When a large storm hits Frying Pan Shoals, 
the two boys and daredevil Savannah, a beautiful Kook (wealthy 
nonlocal) girl, get stranded on a deserted island with a dilapi-
dated lighthouse while waiting out the storm. When a team of 
smugglers also seek refuge on the island, the unlikely trio dis-
cover they will have to fight for their lives. While touching on 
some serious subjects like abuse and ethics and narrowly miss-
ing a tired love-triangle trope, this lukewarm thriller is a famil-
iar story of ill-conceived adventures, morally gray bad guys, and 
star-crossed lovers. Based on the Netflix drama, this plot-driven 
book serves as a fun companion to Outer Banks and will appeal 
to fans of the show. Main characters default to White. 

Though light on substance, this is an enjoyable, quick read. 
(Thriller. 14-18)

PAULI MURRAY
The Life of a Pioneering 
Feminist and Civil Rights 
Activist
Stevens-Holsey, Rosita & Terry Catasús 
Jennings 
Yellow Jacket (288 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-4998-1251-0  

Born in 1910, Anna Pauline “Pauli” 
Murray was a poet, a lawyer, an activist, 

a priest, and so much more that is deserving of praise, remem-
brance, and long-overdue celebration.

The story begins with the death of her mother and a 3-year-
old Murray finding a home with her aunt and namesake Pauline 
in Jim Crow–afflicted Durham, North Carolina. Collaborators 
Catasús Jennings and Stevens-Holsey, Murray’s niece, provide 
a thorough account of their subject’s life, from her first expo-
sure to systemic injustice through to her steadfast persistence 
in fighting the racial and gender inequities she dubbed Jane 
Crow. Unfortunately, the work uses stilted verse stanzas orga-
nized into less-than-effective sections, drawing for readers 
an awkward contrast to Murray’s own brilliant poetry, which 
is quoted here. The writing presents factual details without 
much consideration of poetic language or rhythm, and certain 
segments feel like historical discursions from the meaningful 
focus on Murray’s life. Nonetheless, the inclusion of too-often-
unrecognized details of Murray’s accomplishments in educa-
tion, law, and activism, combined with the harsh sociopolitical 
context she emerged from, make for an undeniably potent story. 
Murray spent the last decade of her life as an Episcopal priest, 
which the authors curiously mention only briefly. Ultimately, 
this work presents thoughtful components of a portrait of this 
queer, Black, heroic figure.

An undeniably worthy subject deserving of a stronger 
biography. (authors’ notes, timeline, endnotes, bibliography) 
(Verse biography. 12-16)

OVERGROUND 
RAILROAD (THE YOUNG 
ADULT ADAPTATION) 
The Green Book and the 
Roots of Black Travel in 
America
Taylor, Candacy
Amulet/Abrams (272 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-4197-4949-0  

The history of a travel guide for African Americans that 
reflected far more than just issues of mobility for its users.

From 1936 to 1966, the Green Book was a successful guide 
supporting Black people traveling during a time of segregation. 
Its creator, letter carrier Victor Green, creatively developed his 
publication into a wide-ranging product that stood out from 

“A powerful volume of social history.”
overground railroad
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similar guides of the era. As the automobile became ubiquitous, 
African Americans sought guidance about establishments that 
would accept their business and where they could be safe. Dis-
criminatory practices were common around the U.S., so Green 
expanded his coverage to include most of the country. The Green 
Book also served as a way to promote Black businesses. Follow-
ing World War II, it highlighted historically Black colleges 
where returning veterans, denied admission to predominantly 
White institutions, could use the GI Bill for education. From 
1949 to 1957, Green’s Reservation Bureau initiative supported 
customers with navigating international travel. Taylor has skill-
fully adapted her acclaimed 2020 adult title for teens into a 
smooth, readable volume that provides context for the rise of 
Black travel guides and the societal changes that Green and his 
wife, Alma, responded to. Her insights into the significance of 
the Green Book for women are fascinating, as is the compelling 
look at the costs and benefits of integration for Black Ameri-
cans. Numerous images greatly enhance the text.

Meticulous research and lively anecdotes combine to pro-
vide a powerful volume of social history. (notes, bibliography, 
image credits, index) (Nonfiction. 12-16)

MY VEGAN YEAR
A Seasonal Guide to Going 
Plant-Based With Over 50 
Quick & Tasty Recipes
Webster, Niki
Illus. by Anna Stiles
Welbeck Children’s (128 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Dec. 14, 2021
978-1-78312-737-5  

A cookbook for plant-based cooking 
through the seasons. 

Blogger Webster offers dozens of recipes divided into sec-
tions for spring, summer, fall, and winter to emphasize eating 
seasonally. Full-page color photos accompany each mouthwa-
tering recipe, with entree options from edamame and pea frit-
ters with corn salsa to black bean jackfruit baked chimichanga 
wraps and desserts like cherry peanut butter blondies and black 
forest cupcakes. Additionally, creative drinks like a cucumber, 
lime, and mint cooler and snacks like pumpkin harissa hummus 
seem sure to please. Within each seasonal section, the recipes 
appear organized haphazardly, with breakfast and dinner reci-
pes following one another and lunch coming next. The book 
assumes some basic cooking knowledge (although the glossary 
of cooking techniques offers support) and contains a few slightly 
advanced recipes. Sprinkled throughout are seasonal tips, from 
the inspiring “New Year Revolutions” (which addresses the 
importance of prioritizing mental health) to advice on growing 
tomatoes. A section on making preserves offers simple jam and 
chutney recipes. The pantry shopping list and seasonal produce 
guide are especially useful. Overall, this is a visually attractive, 
inspiring, and enticing cookbook and lifestyle guide; readers 
seeking a basic introduction to veganism should refer to the 
author’s Be More Vegan (2021).

Scrumptious vegan recipes that readers will want to eat 
year-round. (index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

“A visually attractive, inspiring, and enticing 
cookbook and lifestyle guide.”

my vegan year
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THE MASK 
Adams, Clayton Marshall
Illus. by Rohan Daniel Eason
CJ Sparrow Publication (48 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Oct. 28, 2021
978-0-578-56993-2

A boy ridiculed for his deformities 
may find the price of beauty is too high in 
this posthumous graphic novel.

Mil lives alone in the forest; his parents abandoned him. 
Because of his misshapen face and body, villagers deride and even 
threaten the boy. He scrapes by selling his wooden sculptures, 
though most people steer clear of him. While walking through 
the woods, Mil finds a mask. It speaks to him and promises to 
make him handsome—the object of men’s envy and women’s 
gazes. All Mil must do in return is “perform a service” for the 
Mask someday. Though hesitant, he agrees, and the Mask fuses 
with his face and changes his appearance. Now people find Mil 
attractive and revel in his company. He opens up his own shop 
and falls in love. Then the day finally arrives when the Mask 
makes its demand, asking Mil to do something unimaginable. He 
must decide if he can live the life he wants with the deformed 
body he once had. This story, written when Adams was 16, is a 
remarkable allegory with a superb open ending. The pale white 
Mask boasts a physical beauty society seemingly craves, while its 

“soulless eyes” reveal an emotional deficiency. It’s easy to sympa-
thize with the sensitive Mil; people dub him “the freak” or “the 
monster.” But he’s likable throughout; he falls for a woman who’s 
more interested in his sculptures than his looks. At the same 
time, the Mask is suitably menacing; its more human qualities 
prove the most sinister, like its “sly smirk.” Complementing 
Adams’ prose, Eason renders an expressive, sometimes maniacal-
looking Mask, which understandably troubles Mil. Muted colors 
give the illustrations a deeper, subtle allure, like Mil himself. A 
loving tribute at the book’s end comes courtesy of Adams’ family.

A young, laudable voice tells an indelible story of accep-
tance and prejudice.

THE MASK by Clayton Marshall Adams; 
illus. by Rohan Daniel Eason ............................................................. 107

THE GOTHICA by Patrick C. DiCarlo ............................................. 111

THE FABIAN WALTZ by Kris Hall; illus. by Kim Harbour ............ 113

HOP-ABOUT by Colin Krainin; illus. by Joan Platek Krainin ........114

STILL THE NIGHT CALL by Joshua Senter ....................................... 121

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

THE FABIAN WALTZ
A Novel Based on the Life of George Bernard Shaw
Hall, Kris
Illus. by Kim Harbour
Inky Books (334 pp.)
$16.25 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
July 26, 2021
978-1-09-837073-2

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   i n d i e   |   1  n o v e m b e r  2 0 2 1   |   1 0 7

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



1 0 8   |   1  n o v e m b e r  2 0 2 1   |   i n d i e   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

LUNA FINDS LOVE 
EVERYWHERE
Ali, Shainna
Illus. by Catarina Oliveira
Bloom Books for Young Readers (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Aug. 17, 2021
978-1-64604-192-3

A girl sees love all around her in this 
book about dealing with disappointment and finding gratitude 
by mental health clinician Ali.

Luna is very excited to go to the park and meet her friends 
so they can all play with her new rainbow ball. But when she 
arrives, her pals want to finish playing with a scooter. Before 
they finish, a thunderstorm sends everyone home. Luna is 
upset, but with help from her mom—and readers, whom she 
asks for assistance—she focuses on the love all around her 
instead of her disappointment and realizes she can share it with 
others. Ali’s previous works, including The Self-Love Workbook 
for Teens (2020), are aimed at older audiences, but this distilla-
tion of coping skills in picture-book form will work well for pre-
schoolers or kindergarteners. Luna’s style of addressing readers 
directly will be familiar to young viewers of fourth-wall–break-
ing cartoon shows, such as Dora the Explorer; the text density 
and advanced vocabulary (frustrated, supportive) make this most 
appropriate for shared reading. The calming technique known 
as “bubble breathing” is particularly well described, although 
the other family members’ constantly even tempers feel a bit 
unrealistic. Oliveira’s cheerful, full-color cartoon illustrations, 
featuring a cast of varying skin tones, rely on shapes more than 
linework, and their layering gives them a mixed-media feel.

A strong read-aloud introduction to dealing with 
frustrations.

AMANDA, TOY ENGINEER
Real Women in S.T.E.A.M.
Andrus, Aubre
Photos by Ariel Moore
Adjective Animal Publishing (62 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
Sept. 14, 2021
978-1-63946-001-4
978-1-63946-000-7 paper

A nonfiction children’s book offers a 
detailed profile of a toy engineer.

The narration in Amanda Bright’s voice explains to young 
readers that “anything you can touch has been worked on by 
an engineer.” This includes toys—which are first dreamed 
up by designers and then presented to engineers, who must 
decide how to make ideas into real (and profitable) playthings. 
Kids who dream of working on making “the impossible pos-
sible” will enjoy descriptions of how teams of engineers con-
sider questions of safety, test toys out on young audiences, and 
create prototypes and production models before a company 
orders factories to make the finished object. The “Around the 

While we feverishly wait for HBO’s 
Game of Thrones prequel to finally appear, 
fantasy fans can submerge themselves in 
other incredible realms filled with mag-
nificent creatures and complex heroes. 
These worlds feature elves, magicians, 
and even a cunning beast called Zoth-
Avarex, who’s way smarter than the av-
erage dragon. Kirkus Indie recently re-
viewed three fantasy novels with memo-
rable characters.

In K.R.R. Lockhaven’s The Con-
juring of Zoth-Avarex, a secret West 
Coast institute produces a dragon to 
aid American interests. But the crea-
ture has his own agenda, kidnapping 
a conjurer named Silvia Flores and 
becoming a global media star. At one 
point, Zoth-Avarex proudly asserts: 

“I’m a super-intelligent force of nature. 
I made your Einstein look like a pre-
schooler the day I cracked out of my 
egg.” Our reviewer calls the tale “irrev-
erent and utterly charming.”

Allyson S. Barkley’s A Memory of 
Light focuses on Ari, a 22-year-old thief 
who must steal a dragith stone from the 
Capital city. Ari and her beloved bobcat, 
Jag, need a talented partner to complete 
this perilous journey, choosing a nov-
ice sorcerer. The trio’s trek takes them 
across a land in the midst of a civil war. 

“An understated and atmospheric tale 
from a strong new voice in the genre,” 
our critic writes.

An impoverished gay protagonist 
with the Sight attempts to help his sibling in David R. Slay-
ton’s White Trash Warlock. Adam Bind-
er, a warlock living in a trailer park, 
can see the Other Side, a supernatural 
world filled with demons, elves, and liz-
ard people. One day, Adam’s estranged 
brother, Robert, asks for assistance. 
Robert’s wife, Annie, has been behav-
ing oddly. Adam discovers a formidable 
dark force and forms an alliance with a 
Denver police officer to battle the foe. 
According to our reviewer, the book of-
fers “a stylish urban fantasy with fully 
realized characters.”

Myra Forsberg is an Indie editor.

INDIE  |  Myra Forsberg

Fantastic Warriors
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World” chapter describes how Amanda’s job involves traveling 
to different places that manufacture various kinds of toys, and a 
map labels countries relevant to toy production (“Doll clothing 
is often sewn in Indonesia where beautiful fabrics are found”). 
Factory workers’ conditions, pollution, and plastic waste are not 
mentioned. Interviews with Amanda, presented with Moore’s 
photographs of the White engineer and eye-catching format-
ting, reveal her love of pets and running, her struggles with 
imposter syndrome, and her favorite food (khao soi). A short 
narrative of Amanda’s self-advocacy and hard work through 
high school and university shows possible paths for children 
who may wish to become engineers, though Andrus does not 
address systemic discrimination. Amanda notes that she adores 
science and math and was also motivated by her family’s lack of 
money to find a stable, well-paying job. In this first installment of 
a series highlighting women in science, technology, engineering, 
and mathematics, activities invite kids to inspect their beloved 
toys. They are urged to think about what materials were needed 
for the toys’ creation and how to improve them and to ponder 
their favorite ways to play. Further sections prompt reflective 
journaling: What goals are you determined to achieve? When have 
you felt brave? Young science enthusiasts will find intriguing 
details about how objects are produced. The work also encour-
ages readers to plan their own future contributions. 

A captivating account about an engineer that’s informa-
tion-packed and personal.

THE WEDDING CRASHER AND 
THE COWBOY
Bielman, Robin
Entangled: Amara (368 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-64937-094-5

An emergency room doctor recon-
nects with a college enemy in this small-
town romance.

After a rocky romantic past—her 
boyfriend left her for her sister and now 

the two are engaged—Kennedy Martin is looking toward a 
bright future. The physician is interviewing for a prestigious 
position in Boston and hoping to leave Los Angeles behind for 
good. But a late-night call from Reed, another ex-boyfriend, 
throws a challenge into the mix. The two broke up on good 
terms and are still friends, and when Reed calls Kennedy from 
his bachelor party and expresses doubts about his upcoming 
marriage, she knows she needs to help. The only problem: She 
wasn’t invited to the wedding. Determined to make things right 
and accompanied by her best friend, Andrew, Kennedy heads 
to bucolic Windsong, California, a few hours away, to keep an 
eye on Reed from afar. But she’s barely set foot at The Owens 
House Inn and Guest Ranch, where the wedding will take place, 
when she encounters Maverick Owens, her college nemesis 
whom she hasn’t seen in years. After an intense academic rivalry 
with Kennedy, Maverick eventually skipped veterinary school 
to travel the world with his girlfriend, Nicole Morisette, who 

suffered from and eventually succumbed to Lou Gehrig’s dis-
ease. Maverick now runs the ranch with his loving family and 
is days away from another international trip, but will the pres-
ence of his gorgeous former enemy change everything? Alter-
nating Kennedy’s and Maverick’s perspectives, Bielman’s novel 
gives each a rich history, caring relatives and friends, and strong 
individual goals. Rather than silly communication mishaps, the 
couple have genuine obstacles and are still mourning past lov-
ers and lost opportunities while doing their best to move for-
ward with the lives they have now. Their journey isn’t without 
comedy, mostly involving a mule named George and Maverick’s 
adorably precocious niece, Jenna. The tale is also interspersed 
with sweet moments, such as Maverick’s mother, Mary Rose, 
taking Kennedy under her wing from the get-go. Even Reed’s 
fiancee, Elle, is a good person, wanting to make sure her soon-
to-be husband is doing what’s right for him and welcoming Ken-
nedy with open arms. 

An upbeat love story chock-full of intriguing, funny 
characters.

THE JACKDAW AND THE DOLL
Biscello, John
Illus. by Izumi  Yokoyama
CSF Publishing (60 pp.) 
$17.39 paper  |  Mar. 3, 2021
978-1-73603-113-1

Kafka becomes a winged storyteller in 
this picture book’s loose, biographical fable.

K leaves his family just as his illness gets worse. In a sum-
mary of his life, readers learn that for years his “night-flights,” 
hidden from his strict father, have enabled him to spread visible, 
feathery wings as a storyteller even as he works as a clerk by 
day. K is stalked by The Shroud, rendered as a formless, drip-
ping dark hand, which has pursued him since childhood and 
manifests, K thinks, as the sickness taking over his lungs. In 
a vivid image, K hides from the hand beneath a bright yellow 
umbrella. But relief from this dread is possible through two fig-
ures—Dora, who, holding hands with K as a bird, flies to a new 
city, and Frieda, a small girl whose lost doll becomes the focus 
of K’s mythical, last, long-term literary effort. Best for young 
readers with a taste for the gothic, Yokoyama’s graphite illus-
trations with flashes of yellow show a White cast. They fashion 
an understated, symbolic elegy for a famous literary voice—
though Biscello leans hard on readers’ assumed reverence for 
Kafka’s writing. Poetic descriptions of Kafka’s storytelling 
deftly capture the relationship between existential terror and 
creative production. Absent are any mentions of the political 
repression that informed Kafka’s sharp, satirical work or most 
of the details of his life as a Jewish atheist, libertarian socialist, 
and critic of empires.

Slim facts but accomplished, graceful mythmaking for 
children who intuit artistic inspiration’s dark side.
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PATRIOT GANGSTER
Volume 1: Evolution 
of an Outlaw
Burns, Jeff “Twitch”
Self (492 pp.)
$54.99 | $3.99 e-book  |  Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-578-71716-6

This first installment of a memoir 
offers an insider’s look at outlaw motor-
cycle club life and culture.

From Marlon Brando in The Wild 
One and Peter Fonda in The Wild Angels 

to the TV series Sons of Anarchy, outlaw motorcycle gangs have 
had the same vicarious appeal as the gangsters in 1930s films. 
While conventionally portrayed as lawless and violent, motor-
cycle gang members live by a code of “loyalty, honor, respect, 
and brotherhood” that is transgressed at their peril. Burns, who 
spent more than two decades in the outlaw motorcycle club 
world, admits up front that he is violating the code by writing 
this book, which he professes to be “a real and accurate look 
inside outlaw motorcycle club culture from a perspective unlike 
anyone else has ever been able to share.” (This is debatable; 
Hunter S. Thompson chronicled his stint with the Hell’s Angels 
and got stomped on for his troubles.) Burns explains: “America 
needs to know this story because our Constitution is being 
attacked, our freedom threatened, innocent people are being 
framed and murdered, and the outlaw motorcycle club culture 
is on the verge of extinction.” He’s talking about the police 
profiling of motorcycle club members and the passage of a law 
prohibiting this practice, which is one of the memoir’s dramatic 
highlights. The author effectively shatters the stereotype that 
motorcycle club members are all uneducated blue-collar work-
ers. He counters that many prospects or members are profes-
sionals with steady incomes to support the “clubhouse fees, 
membership dues, travel costs, motorcycle maintenance, etc.” 
Burns is not an artful writer; grammatical and stylistic errors 
(and profanity) abound, but his is an intensely authentic voice 
that immerses readers in the life and culture, from the training 
to club members’ funerals. He “talks the talk” but also walks the 
walk. His vivid stories of “fucked up situations” (such as a tense 
hotel room standoff between him and a seriously pissed-off 
Hell’s Angel for an unwitting protocol violation) separate true 
tough guys from wannabes. The author’s charisma and person-
ality are disarming. 

Motorcycle club enthusiasts will be in hog heaven; for all 
others, mileage may vary.

ILIBA UNRAVELS
Crutchley, Edward B.
Self (245 pp.) 
$9.00 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  July 26, 2021
979-8-54399-872-4

A detective investigates a murder and 
a scary surveillance system in this thriller.

As in previous novels by Crutchley, 
including Procession (2019), this work set 
in the near future features an average 
person who gets drawn into a bizarre 

situation. The Iliba surveillance system tracks the activities 
of British citizens through a wrist monitor, with only the 
elite, such as government leaders, the military, and the police, 

“Exempt.” Detective Inspector Hubert Plon, an expatriate 
Frenchman, is one of the Exempt. That starts to change when 
Plon is assigned to look into a brutal murder. The victim, Adam 
Weaver, was developing a secret program to use Iliba data to 
predict people’s future behaviors. Plon locates and copies 
Weaver’s research. What Plon doesn’t know is that, despite 
being an Exempt, he too is under surveillance, as his new girl-
friend, Freddie Phillips, has been assigned by Defense Intel-
ligence to watch him. He refuses to close the Weaver case as 
ordered and gets fired as a result, being forced to become one 
of the Non-Exempt. Plon keeps studying Weaver’s program, 
but, after an attempt on his life, he and Freddie, who reveals 
her true identity, go on the run. They discover who is behind 
the attempt to steal Weaver’s work and seek to spread the word. 
Crutchley succeeds with this thought-provoking cautionary 
tale despite not having a particularly likable protagonist. Plon 
(whom his hated superior Hawley dubs “Plod”) is an earnest, 
methodical loner who is too arrogant. But he is accomplished 
at his job, so he gets away with that approach until he crosses 
the wrong people. His stolid sincerity is enough to get Fred-
die to flip sides and become an outlaw with him. The author 
gives a glimpse of what surveillance can become if society isn’t 
judicious with its use, as Plon is regularly thwarted by those 
monitoring his “wristpiece.” His journey also enables readers 
to experience the diversity of the British public. What results 
is a thrill ride pitting one lone, well-meaning couple against 
the country’s power-grabbing elite.

Not knowing who’s listening puts a nation on edge in this 
engrossing, provocative nail-biter.
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THE GOTHICA 
DiCarlo, Patrick C.
iUniverse (274 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  July 22, 2021
978-1-66322-385-2

Forced from their home by invading 
Huns, Visigoths navigate a volatile rela-
tionship with the Roman Empire in this 
historical novel set in the fourth century.

When the Huns cross the Dnies-
ter River, the barrier that divides the 

Visigoth and Ostrogoth communities, they leave destruction in 
their wake, raping and pillaging without restraint. More than 
100,000 Goths flee their homes, hoping to seek refuge under 
the protection of the Eastern Roman Empire. But the Romans 
see them as “uncivilized barbarians” and receive them ungener-
ously, disarming them and letting them starve. During a fragile 
peace between the Visigoths and the Romans, Alaric, a “rash 
and reckless” young man who lost his father to the Hun inva-
sion, becomes a new recruit for the Roman army and establishes 
himself as a brave military leader with a gift for strategy, an 
ascendancy thrillingly portrayed by DiCarlo. When Emperor 
Theodosius dies and is replaced by the young Arcadius, Alaric 
sees a unique opportunity for the Visigoths to assert their inde-
pendence, and he rises to become their first king: “I do know 
the Roman way. I know it well. The Romans respond only to 
strength. We have now an opportunity. The East is weak. We 
should not wait for the young emperor to become a man.” The 
entire novel is an impressive display of historical scholarship, 
notable for its painstaking exactitude and breadth. The author 
authentically captures the perspectives of the Goths as well as 
the viewpoints of their Roman and Hun adversaries. Further-
more, DiCarlo constructs a captivating drama that reveals the 
culture of the Visigoths in all its complexity, a depiction brim-
ming with nuance. This is precisely what historical fiction 
should provide: a seamless amalgam of scholarly rigor and dra-
matic power, a reading experience both educational and riveting.

A gripping, meticulous, and illuminating tale of war 
and intrigue.

INAUSPICIOUS
Eastabrooks, R.L.K.
Self (416 pp.) 
$29.00  |  $12.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
June 28, 2021
978-1-73496-471-4
978-1-73496-470-7 paper

An Indian widow rebuilds her life 
after refusing to burn on her husband’s 
funeral pyre in Eastabrooks’ debut novel.

In Central Rajasthan, India, in the 
year 2000, 18-year-old Triti has lost her husband, Rakesh, to 
a deadly snakebite. Her fundamentalist Hindu in-laws expect 
her to submit to sati, an illegal and rare tradition in which she’ll 

“become a goddess” by burning to death alongside Rakesh’s 
corpse. If Triti refuses, her relatives could render her desti-
tute, and she’ll live as a pariah. During the ritual, however, Triti 
escapes the flames after sustaining terrible burns, most espe-
cially on her hands and feet. She soon finds herself outside the 
rural shack of a sex worker named Mala, who’s a widow herself 
and nurses Triti back to health. Rug merchant Rattan Mewar, 
Mala’s client and loyal friend, drives Triti to Delhi, where she 
begins a new life as Minu Vanik. There, she briefly works in a 
bookstore and meets the handsome Samir Desai. He runs an 
estate owned by the internationally renowned Guru Mari and 
needs an English-language translator—a role that Triti ably 
fills. Eventually, she’s transferred to upstate New York’s Ankara 
Ashram, where an encounter with Guru Mari reveals that the 
organization isn’t quite what it seems. Forced to fend for herself 
in a strange city, she must rely on luck and generous strangers 
to survive. Eastabrooks does not merely use sati as a jumping-
off point for this dramatic novel. Inspired by the horrific real-
life circumstances of Roop Kanwar’s death in 1987, the author 
effectively explores how sati scars the lives of widows and their 
families. As the protagonist establishes her life in New York 
state, the trauma of her burns and the notion of abandoning her 
loved ones—especially her twin brother, Dilip—increasingly 
haunt her. The incident is shown to shape the character’s life, as 
related in heartbreaking lines such as, “the more she could keep 
[Samir] talking, the less she had to lie about her past.” Overall, 
this is a story about facing trauma head-on, supported by a net-
work of understanding people.

A skillfully conceived and executed work that illuminates 
a unique plight.

THE BRIDGE TO REMBRANDT
Foley, Nelson K.
San San (291 pp.) 
$15.90 paper  |  $7.90 e-book
June 24, 2021
978-9-09034-589-5

In this debut novel, a modern Amster-
dam man gets repeatedly thrown back in 
time to earlier eras in the Netherlands 
and to different incarnations of an entic-
ing woman.

Robert Dekker is an Amsterdam resident living a semi-
bohemian life in 2019 as a concert planner who’s often away 
on entertainment business, to the detriment of his dull mar-
riage. A side enterprise that markets Chinese-made reproduc-
tions of classic paintings has run into a potentially ruinous 
lawsuit, and now his exciting mistress, Saskia, tells him she’s 
finding their relationship stale and may want to make a change. 
In this troubled state of mind, Robert drives on a bridge over 
the Brouwersgracht Canal and mysteriously finds himself cast 
back three crucial years in the past, to 2016. Now, Robert has 
a second chance to begin (or not) his relationship with Saskia 
more meaningfully and perhaps avoid other future pitfalls. Film 
fans, meanwhile, may detect similarities to such time-twisted 
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“DiCarlo constructs a captivating drama that reveals 
the culture of the Visigoths in all its complexity.”

the gothica
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romances as Groundhog Day, Sliding Doors, Mr. Destiny, Peggy Sue 
Got Married, and Twice Upon a Yesterday (though the only one 
referenced repeatedly in the text is Back to the Future). But Foley, 
a transplanted Englishman living in the Netherlands, expands 
the concept. With clear, businesslike prose, the author relates 
his unstuck-in-time hero’s slipping ever further back in Dutch 
history (it is telegraphed that Rembrandt will be involved), 
encountering different iterations of Saskia. In addition to awk-
ward reintroductions, Robert uses his knowledge of past events 
to stay out of harm’s way and—if possible—extend his limited 
supply of insulin for the life-threatening diabetes that afflicts 
him. Although a few key plot threads seem to be introduced but 
then lead nowhere (one concerns Robert’s being able to diag-
nose Saskia’s impending breast cancer years in advance), the 
overall result is an extremely readable, intelligent, and enter-
taining work of paranormal fiction. The story has a built-in 
appeal for consumers of Diana Gabaldon’s blockbuster bodice- 
and kilt-ripper Outlander franchise as well as readers of time-
trippy adventures who would not normally browse any novel 
in a bookstore’s romance section. Extra points will be awarded 
by aficionados of Dutch history who are interested in armchair 
Amsterdam travel, temporal or otherwise.

An entertaining yarn about time travel, infidelity, and art, 
executed with sure brush strokes.

SOUNDS LIKE LOVE
Ford, Laura
FriesenPress (150 pp.) 
$31.99  |  $18.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
July 29, 2021
978-1-52-559299-7
978-1-5255-9298-0 paper

A small tabby cat with some special 
skills helps a reluctant young woman navi-
gate challenging times in Ford’s YA novel.

Nineteen-year-old Wendy, who works 
as a web designer, has been recently los-

ing her hearing. Doctors tell her that, eventually, the loss will 
be total, so she’s taking a class in sign language and practices lip 
reading to prepare for the future. The last thing she needs is to 
complicate her life by adopting a cat, but her parents insist that 
she take her recently deceased grandmother’s pet, which shares 
Wendy’s name.The humanWendy isn’t fond of felines; her par-
ents raise and show champion purebred cats, which she feels 
has been their top priority throughout her life. That’s why they 
refuse to bring a “mongrel” cat into their home, where she might 
somehow compromise the award-winning Martha and Kiki. 
Wendy brings her to the local animal shelter, but they’re full up. 
Simon, a kindhearted shelter volunteer, suggests that she take 
care of the gentle little tabby until they have an opening. Soon, 
however, the new pet escapes from Wendy’s house and runs to 
the home of new neighbor Mrs. Matinka Budnick, where she 
evidently plans to stay; later, though, Wendy discovers the cat’s 
unique talents. The protagonist begins her narrative journey 
with a lot of emotional baggage, but Ford gives readers the 

opportunity to follow her as she embarks on some adventure 
and perhaps a bit of romance. She must start by learning com-
passion and building self-confidence, as spelled out in a note her 
grandmother wrote during her final days: “What will ruin your 
life is your attitude. You lose some things—but in life you will 
also discover some new things, wonderful things.” The plucky 
little tabby is the most endearing character in the book, and the 
charming and determined animal becomes Wendy’s fierce pro-
tector and loving guide. Overall, Ford’s uncomplicated prose 
and affirmative, directive messaging will be most appropriate 
for readers who are at the younger end of the YA range. 

A tender, engaging narrative intended to inspire positivity 
in the face of adversity.

FUGITIVES OF THE HEART
Gay, William
Livingston Press (252 pp.) 
$28.95  |  $9.99 e-book  |  June 20, 2021
978-1-60-489273-4

An unsupervised boy comes of age 
in 1940s Tennessee in Gay’s final posthu-
mous novel.

Yates gives new meaning to the term 
hardscrabble childhood. One winter 
night, he wakes up to the sound of a 

wagon—“Sany Claus?” he thinks—but it’s just a man dropping 
off the corpse of Yates’ father, whom he was forced to shoot for 
stealing meat. “I aimed to fire over his head but he’s a purty tall 
feller,” the man explains. Yates’ mother is tubercular, and she pays 
for her medicine—and whatever else she requires—with sex. The 
surrounding community is hardly more nurturing. Yates once 
watched through the slats of a boxcar while one man murdered 
another with a shotgun. He’s involved in a long-standing feud 
with the local bootlegger, Granny Stovall, which started when he 
hit her with a shovel after he attempted to steal back a dead goat 
that once belonged to him. A rare role model is a Black miner 
named Crowe, who takes an interest in the boy and helps him 
purchase a knife with a stag’s head etched on the blade that Yates 
has long been eying. When Crowe is sidelined by a mining acci-
dent, Yates visits the man during his recovery and learns some of 
the miner’s hard-won knowledge. Left mostly to fend for him-
self, Yates spends his time hopping trains, sneaking into circuses, 
stealing chickens, and romancing Granny Stovall’s granddaughter. 
But the violence of his environment comes for everyone eventu-
ally, and it isn’t long before Yates finds himself caught up in it. “All 
these acts of violence seemed random,” he observes early in the 
novel, “but already he divined something unseen moving beneath 
the surface, bones and blood and nerves beneath the skin.” What 
sort of man will this boy turn out to be?

Gay is a master of his own brand of woodsy lyricism, mixing 
the colorful vernacular of his characters with deceptively ele-
gant descriptions: “The train went on into the falling night past 
farmers and past rich fields heavy with corn, past weary share-
croppers who’d let night fall on them leading their mules from 
the darkening fields, past leaning clapboard shanties yellowlit 
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against whatever prowled out there in the darkness.” The novel 
is episodic in its structure, which may have to do with the fact 
that it was assembled from Gay’s notebooks by a team of his 
friends (who have already added three other posthumous works 
to the author’s oeuvre). It will likely be viewed as a minor entry 
in the Gay canon, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t a fascinating read, 
in part because it riffs so directly on Mark Twain’s Tom Sawyer 
and Huckleberry Finn, which were apparently foundational to 
Gay’s reading life. (As Tom and Huck witness their own funeral 
from the rafters, Yates peeps on the widow who takes him in 
while she’s bathing…and promptly crashes through the ceiling.) 
Despite its structural flaws, the writing always sings, and given 
this is the last of Gay’s unpublished novels, the reader will want 
to savor every word.

A surprising, vibrant final novel from a legendary South-
ern writer. 

THE FABIAN WALTZ 
A Novel Based on the 
Life of George 
Bernard Shaw
Hall, Kris
Illus. by Kim Harbour
Inky Books (334 pp.) 
$16.25 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
July 26, 2021
978-1-09-837073-2

Love blossoms and repartee flows for 
playwright George Bernard Shaw and his coterie of late-Victo-
rian literati and socialists in this blithe historical novel.

Hall’s yarn fictionalizes the relationships of three notable 
real-life couples at the center of British intellectual life in the 
1890s. One is the attraction of Shaw, a self-proclaimed “writing 
machine” who insists that his work is too important to permit 
any commitment to a woman, to Charlotte Payne-Townshend, a 
down-to-earth heiress who puts up with Shaw’s vanity but proves 
adept at puncturing it: “You regard yourself as a fountain of 
genius indifferently showering anyone who comes near,” she tells 
him. “That makes you a splendid natural wonder, but a decid-
edly poor friend.” Another is the initially unrequited passion of 
Sidney Webb, Shaw’s colleague at the socialist Fabian Society, for 
socialist reformer Beatrice Potter; the two are obvious soul mates, 
but Potter lacks romantic interest in Webb because of his unap-
pealing looks. And there’s the psychodrama of playwright and 
legendary phrasemaker Oscar Wilde and his grasping boyfriend, 
Lord Alfred Douglas, which later leads to Wilde’s ruin. The char-
acters float through London’s restaurants, theaters, salons, and 
lecture halls and then spend much of the book at the Fabians’ 
summer cottage in the country; there, they suffer the inedible 
vegetarian diet that Shaw imposes on everyone and engage in 
sophisticated conversation about politics, morality, and affairs of 
the heart. Hall’s novel unfolds through diaries and letters, but it 
has a polished, theatrical air that’s redolent of Shaw’s and Wilde’s 
comedies; his version of Shaw has an acerbic egotism worthy 
of Pygmalion’s Henry Higgins, while Wilde is an inexhaustible 

source of witticism that hides depths of reflection beneath a sur-
face of frivolous irony: “I adore morality,” he asserts. “It gives my 
sins their significance.” The other characters also get their due as 
they go about the work of steady, gradual remediation of society’s 
ills, and, along the way, they quietly steal the show from the bril-
liant talkers. The result is an engrossing period piece with gor-
geous wordplay and a touch of serious thinking to boot.

A sparkling re-creation of Britain’s literary and political 
avant-garde.

AN UNFINISHED REVOLUTION
Edna Buckman Kearns and 
the Struggle for 
Women’s Rights
Kearns, Marguerite
SUNY Press (432 pp.) 
$34.95 paper  |  $33.20 e-book
June 1, 2021
978-1-4384-8332-0

A debut family history book focuses 
on the suffrage movement.

In this work, Marguerite Kearns shares the stories of her 
grandparents, who met in the early 20th century. Edna Buckman 
was the daughter of a Philadelphia Quaker family, committed to 
her faith and the cause of women’s suffrage and uninterested in 
marriage when she met Wilmer Kearns, a Pennsylvania farm boy 
working in New York. The two developed a friendship that ulti-
mately led to marriage, and Wilmer joined Edna in both Quaker 
worship and the suffrage movement. The author, who was born 
after her grandmother’s death, learned the family history from 
her grandfather’s stories. Much of the book consists of conver-
sations between the young author and Wilmer as they discussed 
family life in the Buckman household, the 1913 suffrage parade, 
and the wooden wagon with rumored ties to George Washing-
ton that Edna and her colleagues used to draw attention to their 
cause. In the book’s final chapters, the author brings her life and 
career in upstate New York into the story, adding an element of 
memoir to the biography. While Edna was not a well-known fig-
ure in the suffrage movement, she was an active worker and well 
connected, and the author skillfully contextualizes her contribu-
tions to the cause as well as her identity as a Quaker. The volume 
takes an unusual approach to biography. Although the book is 
solidly based on primary sources, the author allows herself some 
imaginative leeway in reproducing her childhood conversations 
with Wilmer. Both their dialogue and her internal analysis are re-
created, which gives the narrative an authentic feel while hewing 
closely to the facts. The author is a good storyteller, and she turns 
Edna and Wilmer into compelling and dynamic characters read-
ers will be eager to follow from one page to the next. The work 
does an excellent job of telling the story of these two people in 
detail while also placing them in the broader historical context, 
showing the many ways in which personal matters illuminate 
sociocultural trends.

An imaginative biography of a husband and wife commit-
ted to women’s suffrage.
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“Hall’s novel has a polished, theatrical air that’s 
redolent of Shaw’s and Wilde’s comedies.”

the fabian waltz
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FIVE YEARS LATER
Kraft, Sarah
Self (363 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Aug. 21, 2021
979-8-519749-62-6

A young Oregonian woman navigates 
her parents’ divorce and her own roman-
tic complications in a coming-of-matu-
rity novel.

In 2017, Elle Fox is a 23-year-old 
would-be writer living in a suburban 

town near Portland, Oregon. While waiting for her career as a 
novelist to begin, she’s taken a job at the Portland Diamond jew-
elry company, where she works with “glittering, timeless things.” 
She’s also healing from her parents’ recent split and from the 
dramatic collapse, five years ago, of her intense relationship 
with the erratic Scott Darcy, who worked at her father’s auto 
repair shop. Elle hasn’t crossed paths with Scott since then—
until one June morning, when they run into each other in a 
Starbucks parking lot. As a result, Elle is thrown into emotional 
turmoil once again, so she accepts her friend Kacey’s invitation 
to a July 4th beach house party on the Oregon coast, looking for 
escape. The weekend doesn’t prove to be the carefree getaway 
she’d hoped, though, as Scott shows up as well. To make mat-
ters worse, the handsome, wealthy Noah, on whom Elle has a 
crush, turns out to be friends with Elle’s estranged father—who 
also shows up at the coast. Over the course of this book, Kraft’s 
brightly humorous narrative skillfully spins out Elle’s story, hop-
ping between tantalizing sections set in 2012 and 2017. This nar-
rative structure gives the work a dynamic sense of suspense that 
meshes nicely with Elle’s own inability to face the traumas of 
her past. However, the protagonist’s repeated unwillingness to 
listen to Scott as he tries to explain himself, and their verbal 
sparring in general, gets tiresome, and the book’s Jane Austen 
references feel forced and unnecessary. That said, the reader 
will be drawn in by the vivid characters and by writing that’s 
sprightly in its evocative descriptions; for example, a young 
woman is said to have an “athletic vampire look,” and boxes of 
car parts are described as “stacked against the wall like a losing 
game of Tetris.”

An engaging and often skillfully written romance. 

HOP-ABOUT 
The Adventures of 
Benny the Bunny and 
Mr. Rabbit
Krainin, Colin
Illus. by Joan Platek Krainin
Crowell Creek Books (144 pp.)
$11.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Sept. 28, 2020
979-8-691066-90-0

Stuffed animals search for a long-
lost friend in this debut literary fantasy 

for all ages.

The three inhabitants of well-appointed apartment 1K 
on New York City’s Upper West Side enjoy a fulfilling life of 
work, walks in the park, good food, and warm friendships. It’s a 
setup as cozy as themselves—all stuffed animals or, as they call 
themselves, wawas. Mr. Rabbit is an artist; Benny the Bunny is 
a writer; and Dr. Ursa, a bear, has a medical practice. One day, 
their comfortable routine is upended when Custerd, a “shock-
ingly orange” cat wawa and a childhood friend of Benny’s, makes 
an unexpected visit. Though usually a bouncing, confident sort, 
Custerd has been feeling empty lately. His therapist believes he 
must search for Rogo, his and Benny’s stuffed lion companion 
from the old days, who went missing 25 years ago in Australia. 
Mr. Rabbit, Benny, and Custerd head for Sydney, where they 
learn that after becoming separated from his boy, Rogo went 
on a walkabout (or, as kangaroos call it, a “hop-about”). With 
some Australian wawa companions, the friends’ hunt for Rogo 
brings them to a mysterious, forbidding fortress in the Outback 
that will test their courage, love, and ingenuity. Colin Krainin 
achieves something remarkable in his accomplished and poi-
gnant novel, giving a profound emotional and spiritual range 
to his stuffed-animal characters. They’re undeniably cuddly, 
appealing, and kind yet acutely aware of loss, which in turn is 
tempered: “But shining through the melancholy there often 
came, as sudden as the first aching sprouts of spring, a kind of 
grace.” Similarly, Custerd understands human evil as the desper-
ate, dangerous refusal to be vulnerable. Debut illustrator Joan 
Platek Krainin’s charming pencil drawings capture the wawas’ 
cuteness but less so their pathos.

An extraordinarily moving, powerful tale about the resil-
ience of grace and the joy of friendship.

THE DEVOID
Alma Kite
Marsh, Evan
Self (301 pp.)
$8.99 paper  |  $0.99 e-book  |  Jan. 29, 2021
979-8-701297-80-5

In Marsh’s debut fantasy novel, a 
12-year-old boy goes searching for a mon-
ster and finds out more about himself in 
the process.

As the story opens, Sephron has 
been wandering the woods for some time with little knowl-
edge of who, or even where, he is; nearly all his memories seem 
to have vanished. The only thing he knows for sure is that he 
has a special ability to see the life forces of other creatures. He 
doesn’t consider it all that special, but it proves to be helpful, 
as it allows him to know if any living things are hiding in the 
dark. Soon Sephron meets a trio of soldiers, befriends them, 
and follows them to the nearby town, where he learns that 
there’s a wider world outside of the woods. Sephron soon joins 
the academy that counts his new friends as members and meets 
others, including some closer to his age, who help to educate 
him. Shortly after Sephron arrives in town, Neryk, a soldier 
who’s close to Sephron’s headmaster, learns of the young boy’s 
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gift, which he believes may be connected to the terrible War of 
Allies and the horrors that happened in it. Indeed, it turns out 
that a deadly creature from the war is still lurking somewhere 
out there, and Sephron soon goes on a quest to find the monster 
and protect his new friends and home. Over the course of the 
novel, Marsh presents a fantasy story with effective twists and 
turns, featuring a cast of characters that will satisfy genre fans. 
The book also sometimes plays with readers’ expectations to 
intriguing effect. For example, when Sephron steps up to com-
plete a challenge on his first day of school, he doesn’t imme-
diately blow everyone away and get the top score, as fantasy 
fans may expect. Overall, Sephron and his friends prove to be 
endearing characters, and even minor players are shown to have 
distinct, unique personalities upon their introduction, which 
speaks to the author’s solid skill with characterization.

An often captivating fantasy tale that will have readers 
eager for a possible sequel.

STAND UP FOR BASTARDS
Mason, Caleb
Amika Press (370 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $6.95 e-book  |  March 27, 2021
978-1-937484-98-9

An investigator goes out on a limb 
when a prominent developer hires him 
to check out her family tree in Mason’s 
debut mystery.

Crime fiction fans are sure to like 
a book that begins with the punchy 

sentence, “The kid had it coming,” and a scene that follows 
shortly afterward in which ethically compromised, clarinet-
playing ex-cop Marcus Heaton is advised to meet with one of 
the city’s boldface personages, who, he’s told, has “a little proj-
ect you’d be perfect for.” Marcus is aware of the gulf between 
him and his client. As a real estate developer, Eleanor Haus-
man transforms neighborhoods; as a former officer with the 
New York City Police Department, Marcus dirtied his hands 
with acts of corruption that “you wouldn’t put in your report.” 
As another character comments, “You don’t just take a shower 
and wash that shit off!” But he’s trying; for starters, he did 
head-butt and punch out a commanding officer who wanted 
him to plant drugs. His work for a law firm is a bit more above-
board, but he hasn’t lost his knack for working in the margins, 
just outside “the boundaries of the law.” It seems a bit out of 
character, then, that Eleanor asks him to simply find out more 
about her family history. Indeed, Marcus doesn’t buy it: “I see 
pretty much two reasons why a person like you hires a person 
like me,” he tells her. “There’s something you want to find out, 
or there’s something you don’t want other people to find out. 
General curiosity? Doesn’t make the list.” The fact that she’s 
adopted is only the first of increasingly convoluted develop-
ments that make for a brisk page-turner—and one that has a 
high body count. Mason, a lawyer and former federal prosecu-
tor, writes with authority and a distinctive voice; he clearly 
knows where all the bodies are buried in this fictional world, 

and his hard-boiled patois lands as solidly as Marcus’ punches. 
Early on, the author leans a little too heavily on “If you think 
the name sounds familiar”–type exposition, but that’s a rela-
tively minor quibble in an otherwise solid tale.

Truly old-school detective fiction that rises above mere 
pastiche.

TESS PENDRAGON AND THE 
WAND OF AVALON
Matthews, K.R.
Greater Path (316 pp.)
$11.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Sept. 14, 2021
978-0-9836833-5-3

A student at a magical boarding 
school has visions of an evil dragon in 
this debut middle-grade fantasy.

Seven years ago, children from prom-
inent families were hidden at a magical 
boarding school on the island of Avalon, 

their memories concealed to protect them. As Revealing Day 
approaches, the kids will finally learn who they are. For Tess 
Pendragon, an 11-year-old student with sandy-blond hair, the 
excitement is tempered by recent nightmares and visions of a 
dragon and a girl with dragon scales on her face prophesied to 
summon the Master of Darkness defeated long ago by Merlin. 
Her destiny and Tess’ are somehow linked. On Revealing Day, 
Tess learns of her royal heritage but is attacked by sinister forces. 
She must escape through a portal to the Old Realm, the haunt 
of those who lost the war with Merlin. Finding haven with trolls, 
Tess learns more about the Old Realm and joins a quest to find 
the Wand of Avalon, which can rally the Valiant Magic Alliance 
of powerful sorcerer families and creatures against the malevo-
lent Order of Ra. But first, Tess will have to pass a test to prove 
she’s the rightful ruler. In his series opener, Matthews at first 
seems to be offering a Harry Potter clone: the boarding school, 
magic lessons, Malfoy-ish bullies, even the book cover’s font. 
It’s slow to get going, but once the school is left behind, the 
story becomes more original and compelling: lots of intriguing 
lore about Merlin, his two daughters, and the prophecy. Mean-
while, Tess gains a much more nuanced view of the Old Realm 
and its legitimate grievances. Though she’s improbably young 
for the role she’s preparing to play, Tess does show her mettle. 

An imaginative coming-of-age story that’s a promising 
series starter.
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THE PERFECT DISTANCE
May, Dianne
The Wild Rose Press (434 pp.) 

A woman yearns for a quiet life in 
North Carolina, but both love and her 
dangerous past find her in this thriller.

Months after her husband’s death, 
Finley Thompson and her kids move to 
the small town of Davidson. She’s hiding 
from her ex-boyfriend—due for release 
after 20 years in a mental institution 

for her parents’ murders. But keeping a low profile isn’t so easy. 
Simply helping her new neighbor, who’s fallen off his horse, 
involves hiding the gun and drugs in his house before anyone 
shows up. That’s just the kind of attention she doesn’t need. But 
the neighbor, CJ Sinclair, is a green-eyed, handsomely chiseled 
man, and the attraction is mutual. While Finley is understand-
ably reluctant to reveal anything about her past, CJ has copious 
secrets of his own. He knew her husband from their military 
days and suspects that his fatal car crash wasn’t very acciden-
tal. Finley and CJ’s relationship gets off to a rocky start since 
they are both concealing something. They’ll nevertheless need 
to help each other when a menace slowly creeps into town. 
Though romance takes the spotlight in this novel, May builds 
a suspenseful tale. For example, a surprise phone call from Fin-
ley’s ex means he may know exactly where she is, and CJ later 
spies someone following her. Davidson is rife with obstacles for 
the burgeoning couple, from the local cop who blatantly hates 
CJ to the veteran’s cheating ex-wife. But Finley’s and CJ’s self-
made barriers generate the most melodrama, as they struggle 
with their thorny histories. At the same time, their romantic 
musings are sometimes repetitive, endlessly admiring each oth-
er’s eyes, smiles, and kissable lips. Still, this absorbing relation-
ship does evolve as the enjoyable story moves along, dishing out 
such tense plot turns as an encrypted flash drive and a freezing 
November thunderstorm.

An edgy, engaging tale brimming with perils and a romance 
worth rooting for.

REUNION OF THE GOOD 
WEATHER SUICIDE CULT
McCord, Kyle
Atmosphere Press (250 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book  |  July 26, 2021
978-1-63988-044-7

The sole survivor of a cult’s mass sui-
cide struggles to piece his shattered life 
back together in McCord’s novel.

For decades, Tom Duncan belonged 
to the Good Weather Community, a 

strange apocalyptic religious group devoted to the rambling 
teachings of Leonard Fairbanks, known to his disciples as Rain. 
Tom, also known as Ohio, came to believe that the world was 
coming to a cataclysmic end and that in preparation to make 

the transition to Shamayim—basically heaven—the group had 
to kill themselves, which they did on one fateful day in the sum-
mer of 2019. Tom survived, despite getting his throat cut, and 
he was the only one left of 137 members of the cult, including 
his wife, Lisa. Prosecutors believe he masterminded the sui-
cide plot—or maybe it was a mass-murder plot—and although 
they fail to convict him in a court of law, a Netflix documen-
tary in 2020 succeeds at doing so in the court of public opinion. 
McCord thrillingly chronicles the aftermath of Tom’s tragedy 
as he’s hounded by paparazzi, estranged from his daughter 
and granddaughter, and devastated that he was deceived by 
Rain, a self-styled prophet whom Tom now characterizes as 
a “deranged lunatic.” Tom attends a reunion of Good Weather 
members who’d left the cult, which provides an opportunity 
for old animosities to reemerge, and he’s confronted about the 
true nature of his traumatic experience. The author masterfully 
dispenses information with restraint; slowly, tantalizingly, the 
reader learns about Tom’s involvement in the community, his 
relationship with his spouse and child, and his participation in 
a mass death. McCord’s prose is generally straightforward but 
powerful and precise, and it avoids the trap of excessive sen-
timentality. However, although the core of the story is a time-
less mystery—how do otherwise reasonably intelligent people 
come to believe a narcissist’s nonsense?—the answer it provides 
is disappointingly ordinary. As Tom observes: “Rain was a mas-
ter manipulator. He could make you feel loved and valued with 
just a word or leave you in a broken waste with the same.”

An often compelling work despite a dissatisfying reveal. 

THE MADNESS OF 
MRS. WHITTAKER
Michaels, A.B.
Red Trumpet Press (520 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  May 15, 2021

In the sixth volume of Michaels’ 
Golden City series, a recent widow con-
fronts a spiritualist cult and a manipula-
tive, dominating mother-in-law.

As the story opens in 1907, Mae 
Byrne Whittaker is tending to her dying 
husband, Albert St. John “Sinjun” Whit-

taker II. Raging with fever, he extracts a reluctant promise from 
her to continue his missionary work under the guidance that he 
says she’ll receive from his spirit. The passionate, devout Sin-
jun had brought her and their son, Liam, to Panama to spread 
the word of God. Now, malaria threatens to put an end to his 
aspirations. Mae brings Sinjun and Liam to their native San 
Francisco in the hope of saving her husband’s life, but he dies a 
day short of arriving home. He leaves his entire estate in trust 
to young Liam, and as a result, Mae is effectively penniless. Ida 
Whittaker, Sinjun’s mother, convinces her to spend the summer 
with her and Sinjun’s sister, Claire, at the family retreat in Glen 
Ellen, north of the city. Then Claire implores Mae to attend a 
meeting of her spiritualist cohorts, led by a medium known as 
Mrs. Springvale, who claims to be able to contact the spirits of 

“McCord’s prose is generally straightforward but powerful and 
precise, and it avoids the trap of excessive sentimentality.”

reunion of the good weather suicide cult
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deceased loved ones. However, Mae’s decision to accompany 
her sister-in-law will eventually lead to Mae’s being committed 
to a private mental institution. So begins a dark historical melo-
drama in which almost no one is quite whom they seem. Despite 
the story’s spiritualist trappings, the malevolent forces that pro-
pel the narrative are anything but ethereal. However, Michaels 
is an able and articulate storyteller who skillfully weaves some 
bright spots into the tale, including a potential romance for the 
protagonist. The characters of Cordelia Hammersmith and 
Dove Rebane, who pursue their best friend, Mae, when she 
goes missing, provide welcome relief from the wretchedness 
of the institution and the evil machinations at Glen Ellen. Mae 
also becomes an inspiration for other oppressed inmates as she 
plans her escape.

An evocative period piece with compelling drama and a 
satisfying final twist.

BADGERBLOOD
Awakening
Monson, S.C.
Self (338 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  April 13, 2021
979-8-707160-24-0

The tale of a tyrant king, a princess, 
and a young man whose dormant powers 
may change the course of history.

In the kingdom of Perabon, Kor is a 
young forester who lives with his foster 

father, Peter, a woodsman who found Kor as a youngling miss-
ing most of his memories. Kor, Peter, and their trained pet bad-
ger, Spart, share a secluded and peaceful life, but Kor has a price 
on his head for tax evasion and murder (although there is a very 
good explanation for the latter). From his previous life, what-
ever that was, Kor retains only an old bone pendant, frequent 
nightmares, and a voice that tells him, “Remember your blood, 
remember me.” Lady Allinor of Tilldor finds herself in trouble 
when she briefly leaves the palace on a dangerous trip into the 
forest to seek a rare flower. A beast attacks her, and Kor saves 
her life. Their entwining paths send the youths on a life-chang-
ing journey of discovery: Something looms under Kor’s skin 
alongside his unwanted memories, and Allinor’s inheritance 
comes with a side of mythical magic thought to be lost. Peter, 
Kor, and Allinor share the stage in Monson’s slow-moving but 
engaging YA fantasy. The first in a series, this quiet entry intro-
duces a world of shifters and magic as it explores the ways old 
myths and lost stories affect the lives of the protagonists. Kor’s 
arc is the richest as he experiences the guilt and fear connected 
to the suppressed memories without realizing what it all means 
until very late in the novel. The plot itself is standard fantasy 
fare, but the cast is endearing, and the story is rather diverting: 
Who knew that badgers could be heroes too?

An entertaining, comfy fantasy.

FINCHES
Muffaz, A.M.
Vernacular Books (120 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2021
978-1-952283-16-1

A woman attempts to reclaim a haunted 
Malaysian house in this debut novella.

Grandmother Jah has returned to 
her former residence in a small village 
at the edge of Kuala Lumpur. It is the 
house she shared with her husband, 
Ghani, before she left him for taking a 

second, younger wife. She has returned only now that Ghani 
and the second wife are dead and the building stands empty. 
Jah is sure she can feel their continued presence—footsteps, 
breathing, even the sensation of being grabbed—but she 
merely curses them and demands that they leave the house to 
her. With the help of her granddaughter Khatijah and the girl’s 
boyfriend, Loong, Jah brings in a Buddhist nun and a Malay 
shaman to purify the house, but the spirits persist. Jah’s family 
wants her to forget the house and move on, but she insists on 
salvaging what she believes to be hers. As the story is told and 
retold from the perspectives of several characters—including 
Khatijah; her mother, Fatimah; her uncle Rahim; and Ghani 
himself—the haunting slowly comes into focus, along with the 
causes of Jah’s obstinacy. Can a broken home ever be cleared 
of its ghosts, or will the events of the past continue to haunt 
a place long after the participants have gone? Muffaz writes 
claustrophobic prose that draws attention to the story’s creepy 
details, as here where Rahim observes the trees outside the 
house that Jah has ordered him to chop down: “Rahim looked 
up at his father’s mango trees, each approaching twenty years 
old. The tallest trees soared above the house, with the small-
est among them double his height and triple his girth. Fire 
ants blanketed the overripe fruit, so the mangoes appeared to 
bleed without spilling a drop.” The shifts in time and perspec-
tive add to the story’s unease, which is less interested in spook-
ing readers than analyzing the deeper fault lines of the family’s 
drama. The author explains in her (mostly unnecessary) intro-
duction that her goal was to explore the grief caused by Malay-
sia’s tolerance of polygamy, and the result is a captivating tale 
that should please fans of American gothic while introducing 
rich new elements.

A surprising and insightful horror tale.
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THE SPHERE OF DESTINY 
Odin, Nassim
Odin Fantasy World (409 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Sept. 17, 2021
978-1-954313-06-4

In this debut SF novel, an Egyptian 
artifact propels a ninth-century alche-
mist to a strange, futuristic planet.

In 832, Al-Khidr guides an explora-
tion team through a pyramid in Giza, 
Egypt. The Iraqi alchemist leads the 

visitors to valuables that they collect for an Islamic ruler. 
But Al-Khidr is more interested in such discoveries as oddly 
malleable glass and metals that have apparently never rusted. 
While trying to identify a metal orb and a glass shard, he 
joins the artifacts together, resulting in a glowing, surpris-
ingly mobile sphere that knocks him unconscious. He awak-
ens in another place, one with unknown, sophisticated 
technology, that he soon learns isn’t even on Earth. The 
glowing sphere transported him to a kingdom on planet Lyra. 
As far as the Lyrians are concerned, Al-Khidr’s home world 
is cursed. A space mission there millennia ago brought back 
the deadly disease Mutmut, which kills nearly every male 
Lyrian it infects. There’s still no cure, but Al-Khidr promises 
benevolent Queen Hathor that he’ll find one if he returns to 
Earth. Unfortunately, a growing uprising against the queen, 
along with the Lyrians’ fear of the “alien-human” from that 
wretched planet, threatens everyone. Odin’s deliberately 
paced tale delivers tense set pieces; even before Mutmut-
phobic Lyrians prove dangerous, Al-Khidr faces off against 
thieving bandits in Giza. Moreover, the narrative spotlight 
illuminates the entire cast and includes a lengthy backstory 
about the largely secret Earth mission, which involved 
betrayal and murder. The author’s straightforward prose 
weaves real-life history into the narrative with panache. 
The story features delightful references to the origins of 
Egypt’s pyramids as well as Lyrians sharing names with his-
torical figures. As this is Book 1 of a trilogy, Odin leaves some 
things unresolved, like Al-Khidr’s potential adversary back 
on Earth and Lyra’s troublesome pirates and bounty hunt-
ers, whom readers never see. Still, the frenzied ending makes 
tracking down Book 2 a virtual necessity.

Sharp characterization boosts this leisurely paced but 
engrossing SF series opener.

ROCKING CHAIR MOON
A Novel in Verse
Patneaude, David
Self (338 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  June 15, 2021
979-8-521277-69-8

This novel in verse follows the lives 
of a brother and sister as they grow, face 
loss, and find themselves. 

Ben Duran is 8 years old, and his sis-
ter, Carly, is 11 months his junior as their 
dual story begins in 1996. The siblings 

narrate their lives in free verse, trading viewpoints through 
2007 and beyond. From the first, their voices establish differing 
personalities and concerns. Ben’s two years in kindergarten—

“Dad smiled his rocking-chair-moon smile / and said it was my 
redshirt year”—make him “bigger and stronger and wiser and 
/ ready for any challenge” compared to other students. Yet Ben 
keeps encountering challenges throughout his life, embodi-
ments of his nightmare bogeyman, that can’t be conquered 
through physical achievements. Carly introduces herself as a 

“smarty-pants” with “an IQ that can’t be measured.” She delib-
erately uses advanced vocabulary (signaled with caps and italics) 
but, like Ben, discovers that strengths don’t mean invulnerabil-
ity, as in this grief haiku: “To hell with big words. / Not one of 
them can describe / the pain in my heart.” In the end, both sib-
lings find hope after loss, as seen in Ben’s baby girl’s smile, “the 
sweetly haunting shape of / a rocking-chair moon.” Patneaude, 
a prolific writer of children’s books and YA novels, skillfully 
uses verse to pare the extraneous. After Ben’s college girlfriend 
dumps him, for example, he suddenly joins the Army; just two 
lines capture the moment his decision sinks in, his “anger dis-
solving, / heart drumming.” Images can be quite striking, such as 
the ominous feel of “a cold slice of yellow light / under your par-
ents’ bedroom door.” But at times, the verse becomes mawkish, 
as when the siblings’ mother imagines swallows shedding “small 
but bitter tears” when their “babies aren’t babies anymore.”

Poetic compression makes a vivid impact in this generally 
strong family story.

HAVE CHIGNON— 
WILL TRAVEL
Touring Italy With the 
Bluebell Girls 1960-61
Phillips, Elizabeth Dale
W. Brand Publishing (221 pp.) 
$26.99  |  $16.99 paper  |  Sept. 28, 2021
978-1-950385-75-1
978-1-950385-63-8 paper

In her debut memoir, Phillips recounts 
her time touring Italy in the 1960s with the 

Bluebell Girls, an international dance troupe. 
Growing up as a working-class teenager in post–World War 

II England, the author read news reports about the glamorous 

“Phillips’ anecdotes are entertaining and will 
no doubt intrigue lovers of dance and theater.”

have chignon—will travel
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Bluebell Girls, an all-female dance company founded by Irish-
woman Margaret Kelly that performed around the world with 

“star billing in long-running cabaret shows like those at the 
Lido in Paris and the Stardust in Las Vegas.” A self-described 
underachiever from Birmingham, Phillips never imagined 
that she would become a Bluebell herself, but she soon found 
herself in the running thanks in part to her love of theater and 
her height (Bluebells were required to be taller than 5 feet, 8 
inches). Despite minimal dance training, Phillips was awarded 
a nine-month contract to tour Italy with the Dapporto Spet-
tacolo, a star-vehicle show featuring Italian actor Carlo Dap-
porto. Phillips chronicles the excitement, triumphs, mishaps, 
and hardships of being a touring dancer in a foreign country, 
complete with onstage and backstage drama. She describes the 
exacting, expensive standards that Bluebells were expected to 
uphold and her dramatic transformation from a “frizzy-haired 
shorthand typist” to a world-traveling sophisticate. Overseeing 
every aspect of the girls’ public image and personal lives was an 
overbearing dance captain, Vera, who frequently butted heads 
with Phillips’ fellow Bluebells, musicians, technicians, and 
eager Italian paramours. Throughout, the author recounts the 
beautiful sights and unfamiliar customs of the Italian country-
side as well as the grueling aspects of her days as a dancer: “It 
wasn’t unusual for our daily quota of sleep to be split into two 
or three segments.” All the while, she narrates her story with an 
approachable tone of fond remembrance. She’s rarely judgmen-
tal and always seeking to contextualize the experience of being 
a young, female performer in Italy in the 1960s. Although Phil-
lips’ memoir feels less like a structured narrative and more like 
a stream-of-consciousness yarn, her anecdotes are entertaining 
and will no doubt intrigue lovers of dance and theater. 

A pleasing memoir and an enlightening glimpse into the 
Bluebell Girls experience. 

THE ATTRACTION
House of Illusion
Polito, Rick
Wise Wolf Books (304 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Nov. 18, 2021
978-1-953944-16-0

In this YA novel, a creepy roadside 
attraction becomes a dangerous catalyst 
for a teenager, unraveling family secrets.

Sixteen-year-old Nate Cortland eagerly 
anticipates that his upcoming summer job 
at the San Francisco Bay Area’s Golden 

Gate Racquet Club will have a positive effect on his dating life. 
Those high hopes are dashed when his single mom, a cyberforensics 
expert, informs Nate and his 11-year-old sister, Lily, that they’ll 
be spending the summer with Uncle Kevin “just to be on the 
safe side.” His mom’s sudden “I have a bad feeling” hunches 
have meant middle-of-the-night moves from one apartment 
to another before, but she’s never sent them to stay with her 
brother (“A precarious branch on the family tree,” thinks Nate). 
Kevin, who lives on the Sacramento River Delta in a Podunk 

town, runs a weird roadside attraction called the Owl Harbor 
House of Illusion. Even worse, the siblings’ mom confiscates 
their cellphones so they won’t be tracked, leaving them at Kev-
in’s with just a landline and no internet. Throw in the mystery of 
mom’s disappearance; Nate’s feelings for soulful teen Mia; the 
seeming emergence of Lily’s psychic abilities; and the House of 
Illusion’s tie to a legendary treasure and the menacing bumblers 
who seek it, and the protagonist will have a summer to remem-
ber. Anchored by the authenticity of Nate’s voice (observant, 
salty, and genuinely witty), Polito’s second YA novel is a deft 
mix of tension, humor, and surprising poignancy, with a “just 
because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t out to get you” 
twist. The narrative is lively with situational antics and Nate’s 
penchant for amusing quips, yet his angry anxiety about his 
mother and his irritation with and protectiveness of his little 
sister ring true. Also realistic are Nate’s maturing sense of self, 
evident in his encounters with some dubious local teens, and 
his changing views of his offbeat family. Mia’s calming presence, 
hard-won after a personal tragedy that she confides to Nate 
(and the reason she paints), is a graceful counterpoint.

An engaging and moving blend of comedy, suspense, and a 
well-defined male teen voice.

SANTA LIKE ME
Robinson-Weldon, Dawn
Illus. by Nick Weldon
XYZ Books (23 pp.) 
978-0-578-87481-4

The magic surrounding Santa Claus 
comes from children in this debut rhym-

ing picture book from a husband-and-wife team.
Narrator Sam, a Christmas-loving child with brown skin 

and curly hair, explains one of the truths of the holiday: Santa 
looks like readers as well as Sam. To help readers understand 
this, Sam reveals Santa’s origin: a group of diverse kids coming 
together to use the magic of imagination to bring the jolly fig-
ure to life. But though the children agree on the hat, the gift-
giving, and the reindeer, they can’t decide on Santa’s appearance. 
With ideas all over the place, including “Bronto-Santa” in dino-
saur form, it seems as if a consensus is impossible—until magic 
produces a Santa who looks like kids imagine him. They note: 

“Remember, it’s our magic that fills Christmas with cheer.” Sam, 
whose gender is never specified, is a charming narrator whose 
easy rhymes feel both natural and mentorlike, a trusted older 
child delivering wisdom to youngsters. Robinson-Weldon’s 
rhymes scan smoothly, using mainly familiar vocabulary tied to 
the holiday for independent readers. Weldon’s colorful cartoon 
illustrations feature a variety of traditional clothing on the chil-
dren and an even bigger array of looks and costumes for the San-
tas the kids imagine. Young readers are sure to giggle at some of 
the sillier Santas (one has green feet; another rides a unicycle). 
The message that Santa reflects a child’s own appearance—or 
imagination—comes through clearly.

A fun Christmas tale that emphasizes the power of the 
imagination.
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THE MAYFLY
Stories
Rogers, Ben
CQ Books (275 pp.) 
$4.99 e-book  |  Oct. 15, 2021

A short fiction collection that 
delves into the unpredictable nature of 
human relationships.

Rogers’ tales offer unexpected 
approaches to familiar subjects such as love and family. “The 
Young Man and the Mountain,” for example, presents a sort of 
love triangle involving Aaron, a road-racing cyclist; his partner, 
Maria; and the mountain on which a cycling record was set. As 
Aaron’s desire for greatness grows, his inability to be intimate 
with Maria does not worry him. The title story, “The Mayfly,” 
follows the titular insect’s search for love from nymph through 
adulthood. Along the way, Rogers effectively uses Shakespear-
ean references (“Shall he compare her mouth to a mulcher? It 
art more omnivorous and more economical”) and macabre 
humor (mayflies “fall back into the river, where they are met 
by rising bass,” which causes “Crowd-fed panic. Save-thyself 
panic. Hollow-out-thy-mother-to make-a canoe panic”) to rep-
resent the human frenzy to find someone at all costs. In “The 
Unbridled Estimation of Racehorses,” Ernie, a man who has a 
crush on his co-worker, Julie, intriguingly imagines significant 
life events, such as a date, as if he were a horse competing in 
a derby; when Julie says he’s “refreshing” and “special,” Ernie 
sees himself as an underdog winning a big race. In the longest 
piece, Man of Letters, a man named Eugene returns to his family 
home in a Nevada mining town during the late 1860s in a tale 
told in the form of letters detailing the protagonist’s guilt over 
failing to live up to the expectations of his father, now partially 
paralyzed by a stroke. This novella, at 118 pages in length, might 
have been a bit more impressive if it stood on its own instead 
of as part of a collection; as it stands, its epistolary form seems 
slow and awkward in close proximity to faster-paced fiction.

An eclectic set of tales often written with verve and 
sensitivity. 

EPITAPH FOR SORROWS
Sanderson, Steven E.
The Conrad Press (208 pp.) 
$17.39 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Aug. 31, 2021
978-1-914913-01-3

An Argentinian journalist pursues 
what may be the story of a lifetime in 
Sanderson’s novel.

On a chilly night in Buenos Aires in 
1956, a man hands an infant girl over to 
a young nun at an orphanage. Fifty-two 

years later, in 2006, journalist Andrés Carriego, an outspoken 
critic of the corrupt Peronist movement, makes a living writing 
under the pen name Funes—a reference to a story by Argentine 
writer Jorge Luis Borges, who makes a cameo later on. Carriego 

is in possession of 30 years’ worth of writings by a mysterious 
woman who claims to be the daughter of politician Juan Perón 
and a 13-year-old girl named Nélida Haydeé Rivas. Days after 
Perón’s reburial in San Vincente sparked bloody protests, Car-
riego received a journal from a woman who was killed in the vio-
lence. In a note, she identifies herself as Dolores Perón Rivas 
and asks Carriego to share her story. Through Dolores’ journal, 
Sanderson describes, in intricate detail, the orderly but loveless 
convent from which she escaped at 15, the cigarette smoke and 
raised voices of her bohemian apartment, and the wretched-
ness of a jail cell. Dolores is also shown to be a victim of assault 
and other atrocities committed during a 1976 military dictator-
ship. Sanderson, a Fulbright scholar who’s published extensive 
work on Latin America, challenges readers to solve the story’s 
mysteries, perhaps knowing that historical questions become 
boring the moment they’re answered. Along the way, he man-
ages to spin an almost mystical tale, full of visions, sacrifice, 
and wandering, out of Perón and Rivas’ story. Alongside the 
political tumult and bloodshed, he effectively explores themes 
involving motherhood and sexist attitudes toward women. 
Nuns repeatedly tell Delores that her mother was a “whore,” for 
example, but she still wants desperately to meet her; this long-
ing manifests in fixations on maternal figures, which bleed into 
attraction in the case of Sister Fabula, the only kind nun at the 
convent, and Blanca, a university student. It all leads to a devas-
tating, inevitable confrontation between Dolores and Rivas in 
the book’s second half.

A well-researched historical tale that illuminates and tran-
scends Argentinian politics.

HELPING HOWARD
Schloss, Sally
Atmosphere Press (314 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book  |  Oct. 1, 2021
978-1-63752-783-2

 A writer agrees to help the protago-
nist of her novel as his marriage crumbles 
in a fantastical, metafictional take on a 
traditional family drama. 

 At first, Schloss’ debut book seems 
to be a simple, postmodern narrative 

deconstruction. It begins with the voice of “the Author” waking 
the titular hero, Howard, from a slumber and promising to help 
Howard with his marriage; in turn, she will write a novel star-
ring him. As the chapters continue, the Author asserts control, 
revising the book and blurring the lines between the process of 
writing and the process of reading. Schloss effectively uses her 
story as a tool to consider the act of creation but also, and more 
importantly, as a way to show how people can become attached 
to their fictional constructs. What plays out is a beautifully 
messy series of relationships: unremarkable, straight Howard 
and his cool, artistic lesbian wife, T.J.; Howard and his growing 
daughter, Sinclair; and Howard and the Author herself. Schloss 
balances her metafictional premise with springy, playful language 
encapsulated best in scenes of italicized dialogue between subject 

“Sanderson manages to spin an almost mystical tale, 
full of visions, sacrifice, and wandering”

epitaph for sorrows
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and author. Through the lens of Howard’s life and relationships, 
the novel intriguingly focuses on the psychology of its characters 
and what they reveal about the Author. And indeed, as Schloss 
unlocks the pathos of her players, the reader comes to know the 
Author best of all. Sprinkled throughout are scenes with How-
ard and his therapist, Dr. Glick, and the entire book eventually 
becomes a form of Freudian psychoanalysis, with each major 
character confronting hidden memories. As playfulness turns to 
poignance and back to playfulness again, the novel reads a bit like 
John Updike by way of French director Michel Gondry, with all 
the heartbreak and panache that entails. 

 A savvy postmodern novel that becomes an affecting 
confessional. 

HOW TO BE DEAD
A Love Story
Schmidt, Laurel
Atmosphere Press (384 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book  |  Sept. 13, 2021
978-1-63988-046-1

In this novel, a woman finds the 
afterlife surprisingly frustrating.

At the beginning of Schmidt’s tale, 
Frances Beacon, “the best-selling author 
of Sex, Drugs and Social Security, who 

proudly declared that she’d live to be 100,” has one careless 
moment on Madison Avenue in New York City. She is wiped 
out by a taxicab 35 years ahead of her own schedule. Frances 
has never been against aging, but she’s always been bitterly 
opposed to “olding”—“blurting out your ailments to total 
strangers. Voluntarily segregating yourself in geezer ghettos 
with bad food, bad role models, and bad vibes.” Now, all such 
questions are suddenly moot. She finds herself in an astonish-
ingly mundane afterlife, being guided through her new reality 
by a “Transitional Trauma Specialist” named Grayson, who 
describes himself as “part guide, part counselor. Compassion-
ate probation officer with a little concierge thrown in for good 
measure.” Frances enrolls in the University of the Afterlife in 
order to learn the ins and outs of her new world, which fea-
tures a lot of honest soul-searching but also great helpings of 
exactly the kinds of small-minded sexism she thought she’d left 
behind on Earth. And since it’s not in her nature to yield to the 
status quo, Frances soon becomes what one character calls “a 
one-woman rebellion.” Schmidt writes all of this good absurdist 
fun with unflagging energy, a surprising amount of life wisdom 
smuggled in among the satire, and, most of all, a consistently 
sharp, comedic ear—this is a very amusing novel. The author 
also delivers a moving story with an intriguing protagonist who 
recognizes her shortcomings. At one point, Frances confesses: 

“I’m not nearly as nice as I seem or seemed. You wouldn’t believe 
the crap I’d say about people waiting in the TSA line, but only 
in my head.” Readers will be rooting for Frances, flaws and all, 
from the first page.

An unexpectedly touching, laugh-out-loud afterlife adventure.

STILL THE NIGHT CALL 
Senter, Joshua
Roubidoux Press (188 pp.) 
$21.99  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Jan. 14, 2022
978-1-7375856-0-2

A young Missouri man on a failing 
dairy farm contemplates what he feels 
will be the last day of his life in this novel.

At the age of 32, Calem Honeycutt is 
already a homeowner, but he didn’t move 
far from his parents. They are a mile away 

at their dairy farm in the Ozarks where Calem still works. He 
didn’t feel like going to college or getting what some call a real 
job, as he is too tied to the life and landscape of his upbringing. 
(“There are two cricks that run through our land, three ponds, 
and a waterfall that will leave a hell of an impression if you’re 
ever lucky enough to see it.”) His parents are reliable and sup-
portive, if somewhat stoic, though his sister, Caitlyn, whom he 
genuinely likes, is now an urban progressive liberal who is out-
raged by her family’s conservative opinions. Calem hunts, fishes, 
and sees friends, but he is single and deals with despair. He has 
convinced himself this will be the last day he will ever live. He 
plows through the day, racked by memories of old times and fas-
cinated by new views of familiar landscapes. Some fun is on the 
horizon, since he is going fishing with his friend Miles that eve-
ning. Even so, bad news comes in about the dairy farm, pushing 
Calem and his family toward new, possibly insurmountable anx-
ieties. Senter’s impressive novel is a truthful, honestly told story 
that puts a human face on a region that’s steeped in tradition, 
brimming with the allure of nature, and grappling with the con-
stant threat of being swallowed up by the latest corporate entity. 
Calem’s world is intricately described as a land of four-wheelers, 
black walnuts, hog suckers, and Holsteins, and it’s a place that 
offers seemingly endless freedom but brutal government and 
marketplace restrictions. The author’s careful plotting, over the 
course of one remarkably intense day, defies expectations as it 
moves toward its haunting conclusion.

A candid tale that triumphantly understands the Midwest-
ern psyche, delivering moments of beauty and tragedy.

LITTLE GARLIC
Enchanted Tales for All Ages
Shashaani, Avideh
Illus. by Bonnie Lemaire
Wyatt-MacKenzie Publishing (178 pp.)
$24.00  |  Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-954332-00-3
978-1-954332-01-0 paper

A head of garlic embarks on a journey of 
self-discovery in this debut children’s book. 

Little Garlic is sad and lonely 
because everyone calls him “Stinky” 

and avoids him. But then he meets Onion, a kind and wise 
soul who’s ready to listen. Onion reassures his new friend that 
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those who mocked him are ignorant, unable to appreciate how 
Garlic’s ancestors spread far from their homeland, thrived, and 
became beloved everywhere. Onion offers to help Garlic find 
answers; the first step is getting to know and trust Magic Wind, 
who will aid in discovering Garlic’s “secret treasure.” Garlic 
meets several characters who teach him the values of inner 
beauty, kindness, work, and love and how to find guidance to 
the treasure within through prayer and reflection. He is recep-
tive, especially to an inspiring tale in which a seeker named 
Adam discovers that the key to ending violence is through the 
Flower of Peace and its seed of pure light, which blossoms in 
a heart nurtured by love, beauty, hope, and faith. As the story 
ends, Garlic has not yet found his special mission, but Onion 
is sure that Secret Star has one in mind for him. In her book, 
Shashaani writes lyrically, employing simple but expressive 
language. Some images of spiritual growth, such as the cater-
pillar/butterfly, are familiar, but others are more original, like 
the rambutan fruit—ugly on the outside, luminously beautiful 
within. But some concepts may be too opaque for young read-
ers, such as the actual substance of one’s secret treasure, and 
the tale ends without resolution; a sequel is planned. Lemaire, 
a prolific children’s book illustrator, contributes botanical-
themed, monochrome sketches that are attractive but, disap-
pointingly, don’t depict scenes or characters. 

Vibrant and delicate, if somewhat abstract, parables of 
spiritual growth and resilience. 

TOURIST TOWN
A Nantucket Idyll
Sheppard, Steve
Self (362 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Aug. 19, 2015
978-0-692-51266-1

In this novel, a woman who has lost 
her memory becomes involved in a Mas-
sachusetts island’s people and history.

Coming to awareness while sitting 
on a wharfside bench on Nantucket, a 

woman realizes she doesn’t know where or who she is, not even 
her own name. Seeing a boat called Verona and a Smith Siding 
and Shingling truck, she claims the name Verona Smith. She 
soon finds a house-cleaning job, drifting pleasantly enough 
through her days, especially after realizing she doesn’t want to 
know about her past. She gets a room with Sandy Bronson, 60, 
who drives a tour bus for summer visitors. Another driver is 
Addie McDaniel; he came to the island some 20 years ago for 
a temporary job and never left. An influx of the superwealthy 
is making cheap housing hard to find, so Addie considers leav-
ing but is also magnetically attracted to Verona. Though wary, 
she accepts his company; meanwhile, she’s strangely drawn to 
a lighthouse and an older woman she meets there. Documents 
turn up in Sandy’s home relating to this woman and her long-
ago tragedy, items Verona also stumbles across. As a hurricane 
brings wreckage to Nantucket, many secrets become unfurled 
and lives change. In his novel, Sheppard displays his affection 
for and knowledge of Nantucket, making the island a potent 
metaphor: Its tourist trappings, quirky quaintness, and rising 
gentrification contrast with the power, mystery, and destruc-
tive potential of the surrounding sea. But the island, too, holds 
mysteries, often signaled by a Carrollian rabbit or two and per-
sonified by Verona’s amnesia. The varied characters, described 
with deft three-dimensionality, have generally washed up on 
the island in their own way, helping Verona to blend in with 
the other flotsam. Her returning memory draws all the threads 
together in a satisfying conclusion. 

An involving identity puzzle with memorable characters 
and a vivid setting.

THE LONG DESERT ROAD
Sirotkin, Alex
Archway Publishing (362 pp.) 
$34.99  |  $14.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Nov. 12, 2020
978-1-48-089369-6
978-1-48-089370-2 paper

Sirotkin offers a novel about an 
author researching a book about the end 
of everything.

Forty-four-year-old science writer 
Henry Spinoza is fascinated with death—especially from a 
cosmological perspective: “While I don’t consider myself to be 
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particularly gloomy, how can one measure the worth of a man 
against the unimaginable vastness of space and the inevitability 
of death?” He’s authoring an unusual book that’s both an explo-
ration of the end of the universe and a travel guide. It’s a humor-
ous concept, but Henry’s work is also an apt reflection of his 
worldview, which involves acceptance of the finite nature of life 
and celebrating one’s time within it. When he meets attorney 
Isabel Dalton, who shares his passions, he’s even more eager to 
celebrate with her. But life on Earth is unpredictable, as is Isa-
bel’s manipulative 21-year-old daughter, Lauren. She’s a recov-
ering addict who was recently involved in a car accident that 
killed two other youths; she’s wracked with survivor’s guilt and 
struggling to cope, which seems to make her an agent of chaos. 
When her rehab center closes, Henry offers to bring her along 
with Isabel on a research trip to Chile; though Lauren is initially 
a reluctant guest, Henry’s kindness and patience gain her trust, 
which leads her to a newfound sense of faith. This is a thoroughly 
researched and poignant work. It reveals, for example, that 96% 
of the mass of the universe is dark matter, which even the most 
brilliant minds have difficulty comprehending. Against the vast 
and mystifying darkness of the universe, life could be seen as 
futile—a flailing against unimaginable forces. But in this novel, 
Sirotkin invites readers to find meaning through the power of 
connection, which he effectively portrays as a consciously cre-
ated force that’s strong enough to bring order to the messiness 
of human experience. And although the work has its share of 
tragic and disturbing moments, it’s primarily a love story about 
redemption and about making the most of life’s randomness, 
which many readers will find appealing.

An uplifting story of hope, empathy, and the mystery of life.

A LOT LIKE CHRISTMAS 
Snow, Jennifer
Entangled: Amara (336 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Sept. 28, 2021
978-1-64937-090-7  

In Snow’s latest romance, a 29-year-
old woman finally meets the perfect 
guy, but his wanderlust may be an insur-
mountable obstacle.

Jessica Connolly loves living in Blue 
Moon Bay, California. She’s surrounded by friends and family, 
and she operates a successful bakery in the center of town. She’s 
constantly baking cakes for other people’s weddings, including 
those of multiple ex-boyfriends, but she worries she’ll never 
have reason to create a cake for herself. Then one day, Dr. Mitch 
Jameson walks into her bakery, recently returned from a Doc-
tors Without Borders trip to Cambodia. With his movie-star 
good looks and engaging personality, it seems like he’d be a great 
catch for anyone, but Jess knows better; she’s been friends with 
Mitch’s younger sister, Lia, for years, and she’s well aware that 
Mitch never sticks around in Blue Moon Bay more than a few 
weeks at a time. Even so, as he picks up his family’s Christmas 
order, sparks begin to fly. Jess isn’t surprised when he mentions 

that he’ll be leaving town on Christmas for his next assignment. 
Even so, their chemistry is undeniable, and when he asks her to 
dinner, she accepts. As they grow closer, Jess worries she’s set-
ting herself up for heartbreak. Meanwhile, Mitch wonders if it’s 
time for a change to his nomadic lifestyle. Told alternately from 
both perspectives, the story effectively follows both Jess and 
Mitch as they dive deeper into a relationship, each one reevalu-
ating their own beliefs and goals. Although both characters are 
eminently likable, they also struggle with anxieties that are 
more complex than the novel’s accessible, upbeat prose would 
initially suggest. The story also delivers steamy sex scenes and a 
well-rounded cast of charming supporting characters. However, 
it also leaves multiple intriguing plot threads dangling without 
resolution. Still, the narrative’s insightful exploration of self-
sacrifice, self-doubt, and personal evolution is sufficiently com-
pelling to keep readers satisfied. 

A warmhearted holiday love story of baked goods and new 
beginnings.

LISTENING TO WHAT THE 
MAN SANG
The Casual Fan’s Guide to 
Appreciating Paul McCartney
Styburski, David
Mmm Pie Publishing (240 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  July 31, 2021
978-0-578-90799-4

A debut guide examines the life 
and works of former Beatle and prolific 
music icon Paul McCartney by diving 
into his song catalog.

Lifelong McCartney fan Styburski begins his book with an 
introduction explaining his love of the songwriter and the Beatles 
as well as acknowledging the already extensive writings on the 
band that exist. But he posits that many McCartney-focused fea-
tures rarely explore his body of work beyond the 1960s and often 
pay little attention to the quality of the man’s music itself. “So 
many of us have loved the Beatles for so long,” the author asserts, 

“that we might forget…that their lives wouldn’t be of interest if 
we hadn’t fallen first and foremost for their songs.” What follows 
is Styburski’s own attempt to engage “the casual fan” in a primer 
on the context, reception, and legacy of McCartney’s enormous 
catalog. In neither chronological nor alphabetical order, but 
rather in a relaxed and organic progression, the volume dives into 
not just the Beatles’ hits, but also songs from McCartney’s time 
with the band Wings, his solo work, and his collaborations with 
artists like Elvis Costello and Michael Jackson. The book also 
dissects more obscure offerings that have enticed McCartney 
devotees for decades. Along the way, Styburski injects anecdotes 
(alternatively cheeky, self-deprecating, and deeply sincere) about 
his own life and connection to the music he’s dissecting. With a 
pleasant voice and surprising wells of empathy, the author clari-
fies the details and nuances of McCartney’s tumultuous relation-
ships with his ex–band mates as well as figures like his former wife 
Heather Mills and record label executive Allen Klein without 

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

“A warmhearted holiday love story of baked 
goods and new beginnings.”

a lot like christmas
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ever coming across as uncharitable or overly protective of the 
guide’s subject. Also discussed with great care are the tragedies 
that have shaped the musician’s songwriting over time, from the 
death of his mother to the murder of John Lennon and the loss of 
McCartney’s first wife, Linda. Throughout, Styburski gives read-
ers an unbiased and thoughtful analysis of McCartney’s personal-
ity, his flaws, and, most of all, his influences and growth as both a 
songwriter and industry legend.

A charming, approachable, and thoroughly researched 
exploration for McCartney fans and novices alike.

XANDON AND THE 
KING’S SCEPTER
Vonn Beck, Tyson
Redgate Publishing Guild (446 pp.) 
$3.99 e-book  |  July 6, 2019

A middle-grade fantasy adventure story 
about a gifted boy who trains to be a knight 
and gets entangled in a murder mystery.

Life is a series of toils for 12-year-old 
Xandon, an orphan and servant for a 
wealthy, cruel family in the kingdom of 
Avondale. His only respite is his warm 

relationship with animals, including a Berune tiger named 
Kumata, whose death opens the narrative. Shortly afterward, 
Xandon sees a wisp, a magical entity that’s said to be a spiri-
tual messenger—and a bad omen for those who see it, and the 
young boy leaves his farm life behind to train in a guild as a 
knight, helping him avoid the new compulsory conscription 
laws passed by the power-hungry Prince Val Haruk. En route 
to his new life, he meets a young woman named Persephone 
whose mother, a powerful Archmage of the kingdom of Avon-
dale, sponsored his entry into the guild. The pair become fast 

friends, and debut author Vonn Beck, in this series starter, uses 
their relationship to usher readers into the wider world and 
mythos he’s constructed, as Persephone explains elements of 
the kingdom and the way magic functions to Xandon, hinting 
that although the young boy may not be a mage, he’s most cer-
tainly “something” unusual. The account of Xandon’s training 
regimen goes on a bit too long and slows the narrative momen-
tum. However, things pick up after a killing occurs in the guild 
hall, and the resulting mystery shifts the novel into an intrigu-
ing new register as Xandon becomes a suspect. Throughout, the 
protagonist is a likable character who seems ambitious, bright, 
and curious, and Vonn Beck unveils the wider political machi-
nations at play in a deft and creative manner. When Xandon 
meets the wily Prince Val Haruk, who tries to draw the young 
man into his dark schemes, the story truly hits its stride. Taut 
action scenes, particularly toward the book’s climax, show off 
the author’s talent for depicting realistic combat without get-
ting bogged down in clichés. 

A promising start for a planned fantasy series that capably 
handles both politics and magic.

SHADOWS OF KALALAU
Walsh, Doug
Snoke Valley Books (404 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-73274-678-7 

A high school graduate’s impetu-
ous beach vacation takes a turn toward 
homicide in Walsh’s novel.

Ever since Malia Naeole’s mother 
died about a year ago, the teen’s father 
has been overprotective. He demands 
she go to a local Honolulu college 

instead of her desired Berkeley. “The mainland’s not safe,” 
he warns her. So Malia, planning an escape of sorts, heads to 
Kalalau Beach, the same place where her mother conceived 
her. She really wants to be away for only a couple of weeks, 
but she’s quickly befriended by a group of campers staying 
under “sun-bleached tarps” and in aged tents on the sandy 
shore. As her summer vacay extends, two men continually fas-
cinate Malia: New Zealander Tiki, who seemingly rejects her 
romantic advances, and Jordan Higgins, a Seattle video game 
designer on Kalalau for research. The campers consider them-
selves ohana, or family, but that doesn’t prevent animosity 
from sparking fights—or even murder. When someone dies, 
cops round up the campers, convinced that Malia in particular 
knows more than she’s saying. Malia may have to prove her 
innocence and come to terms with the possibility that she’d 
gotten close to a killer. Walsh builds an engrossing mystery. 
Malia controls much of the narrative, which she relays to 
Detective Park. Details, from characters’ backstories to the 
murder itself, gradually come to light for both the detective 
and readers. Nevertheless, it’s the teenager’s storyline that 
gives the novel its focus. There’s minimal suspense; characters 
aren’t in peril very often, but the plot accelerates leading up 
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to the homicide. Walsh’s depiction of the Hawaiian locale—
“As they chatted, the sun dropped into the ocean….The clouds 
that shone moments earlier in sunset hues turned ashen”—aug-
ments this absorbing tale.

An engaging coming-of-age tale fused with a murder mystery.

THE ADDICTION MANIFESTO
Weaver, J.R.
Palmetto Publishing (178 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  $1.99 e-book  |  July 6, 2021
978-1-63837-763-4

A memoir and a collection of true 
stories aim to inspire individuals with 
addictions to persevere in their journeys 
to recovery.

Weaver, an Army veteran, tells the 
story of his personal experiences of 

addiction, sobriety, relapses, and, finally, recovery with heartfelt 
sincerity. As a young man, he started indulging in recreational 
drinking. But then he began taking drugs, a habit that esca-
lated over 20 years. Following an eight-month prison sentence, 
he relapsed. After graduating from his first recovery program, 
he relapsed again—on his very first night alone. It wasn’t until 
he had lost his job, home, and family and faced several felony 
charges that he got serious about recovery. He committed him-
self to staying sober and building a better life. Now a certified 
peer-support specialist and senior mentor for the Veterans 
Treatment Court, he hopes that sharing what he’s learned will 
inspire, motivate, and support others to make the same commit-
ment. Often addressing the reader as “you,” the author empha-
sizes that recovery takes effort and that it’s much more than 
just sobriety. The three key elements are abstaining, working 
on changing behavior to become a better person, and leading a 
life worth living. Addiction is personified as a wily and powerful 
adversary that plays “Jedi mind tricks” to keep people hooked. 
He emphasizes the 12-step model but also recommends the Self-
Management Recovery and Training approach for those who 
aren’t comfortable with the 12-step philosophy. The first half of 
the book focuses on the author’s insights in a series of chapters 
that read like pep talks. The writing is accessible and upbeat but 
pulls no punches in describing what it’s like to hit rock bottom 
repeatedly—and, as another recovering person puts it, find out 
it has a basement. The second half of the volume is devoted to a 
collection of brief addiction and recovery stories by two dozen 
contributors. While some of the material is repetitive, the 
message is clear and encouraging. More than 50 inspirational, 
meme-style quotations, such as “Recovery is an inside job,” are 
sprinkled throughout. For those contemplating getting sober or 
starting their recovery process, reading a few pages a day could 
be almost like having a personal cheerleader in their corners.

An honest, engrossing, and impassioned plea for readers 
with addictions to change their lives.
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“The writing pulls no punches in describing what 
it’s like to hit rock bottom repeatedly.”

the addiction manifesto
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Fu l ly  B o o k e d
BY MEGAN LABRISE
Episode 226: Leigh Patel, author of No Study Without Struggle: Confronting Settler Colonialism in 
Higher Education (Beacon Press, July 20), on having an ambivalent relationship to one’s profession/
subject matter:

“It might be a really logical thing for a reader of this book or of other works by other people who 
have an ambivalent relationship to formal education to ask, well, why then are you a professor, 
[why] are you a teacher? And my simple response is always this: Learning is so much bigger than all 
of these projects. The project of slavery, the project of settler colonialism, the project of reproduc-
ing social hierarchies. Learning is bigger, and I simply refuse to cede it to these structures.”

Episode 228: Kaveh Akbar, author of Pilgrim Bell (Graywolf, Aug. 3), on how he responds to the notion of 
himself as an authority in poetry:

“Oh, I would never posit—I would never situate myself as anything of an authority. I’m just as con-
fused as anyone. I mean, I spend a lot of time thinking about this stuff, and writing about this stuff, and 
reading about this stuff. And I’ve spent the last half, more than half, of my life now, since I was a teen-
ager, working to get to a point where the universe would just let me be only a poet. But that’s more about 
late capitalism than anything else: figuring out how to do the thing that you do for free but get the world 
to pay you for it. And so I’ve jumped through the requisite hoops and degrees, et cetera, to be able to 
have gainful employ. But I’m just as confused and baffled and fevered by this stuff as I was when I first 
discovered it.”

University of California, Riverside
Paige Lew

is 

Leigh Patel

Kaveh Akbar

Recent highlights from Kirkus’ weekly books podcast

Episode 229: Veronica Chambers, author of Call and Response: The Story of Black Lives Matter (Versify/
HarperCollins, Aug. 17), on the key to writing a book:

“I think a lot about books as architectural. People always say, how do you write so many books? I got 
stuck or I got afraid—or whatever. And I’m like, every book has a structure. It’s like Legos. Decide the 
structure. It doesn’t mean you’re going to write a great book or an important book, but you can write 
a book once you decide the structure.”

Jason Clam
pet

Veronica Chambers

Editor at large Megan Labrise is the host of the Fully Booked podcast. Find new episodes every Tuesday on 
Apple Podcasts and Spotify or at kirkusreviews.com/podcast.

Episode 233: Mary Roach, author of Fuzz: When Nature Breaks the Law (Norton, Sept. 14), on whether 
she prefers her books with four-letter titles (Bonk, Gulp, Fuzz) to her books with five-letter titles (Stiff, 
Spook, Grunt):

“Oh wow, that’s a great question. People asked me about the number of words in the title, but 
nobody’s ever asked me about the number of letters. Oh my God, you ask the questions, woman! Let’s 
see, Stiff, Spook, Grunt….I’m gonna have to go with: I don’t care. I totally don’t give a shit.”

Jen Siska

Mary Roach
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Sixty years ago, in December 1961, Frantz Fanon, gravely ill with leukemia, 
died in a hospital in Washington, D.C. The circumstances of his passing there 
were odd, even ironic: After all, he had branded the United States “that country 
of lynchers.” Of his fellow Blacks there, he added, in his posthumously published 
book The Wretched of the Earth (1963), “The whites in America had not behaved 
any differently to them than the white colonizers had to the Africans.”

Perhaps strangest of all the circumstances surrounding Fanon’s death was 
the fact that he was brought to Washington from Algeria, willingly, by agents of 
the Central Intelligence Agency. Given that 1961 stood at the apex of the Cold 
War and given that Fanon was a committed if not uncritical Marxist, one won-
ders at the unusual alliance. Did the CIA hope that Fanon, once cured, would 
return to Africa to continue his anti-colonial activism with an eye to turning 
the newly independent nations there toward friendship with a country that, 
though a superpower and racist to the core, had never established colonies 
there?

We’ll never know. What we do know is that with his books Black Skin, White Masks (1952) and The Wretched of 
the Earth, Frantz Fanon established himself as not just the period’s foremost critic of 
European colonialism, but also the most perceptive student of the psychology of oppres-
sion. The road to those positions had been difficult. Born in 1925, he was a young teen-
ager when Vichy (pro-Nazi, that is) French forces occupied his native Martinique and 
imposed an openly racist regime atop one that previous French colonists had expressed 
a touch more subtly. Fanon was still a teenager when he joined the Free French forces, 
suffering wounds in battle in 1944.

Recovering in Martinique, Fanon began to read medical textbooks. He returned to 
France, becoming a psychiatrist. He began to analyze the settler mentality of the European 
colonialists in Africa. Joining the bloody fight for Algerian independence, he observed that 
the French colonialists were as psychologically wounded by the experience as those whom 
they oppressed. At the same time, he insisted that, given that “direct intervention by the 
police and the military ensure the colonized are kept under close scrutiny, and contained 
by rifle butts and napalm,” the colonized were utterly justified in responding with violence as a “cleansing force.”

But there’s a rub, Fanon wrote: Having thrown off their oppressors, colonized people too often flocked to the 
nationalist strongmen who rose in their wake. Moreover, people who belonged to the politically dominant ethnic 
group in multiethnic nations kept minority ethnic groups from participating in governance. This was the tragedy of 
colonialism, the very thing that George Orwell had warned of just a few years earlier in his political fable Animal Farm. 
Fanon stripped the allegories bare, urging that colonized and subjugated peoples find a better, different way to live. 
Those people are less politically than economically colonized these days, their resources stripped away around the 
world by global powers that include the United States and China, caught up in a new cold war. Their race for extracted 
riches makes Frantz Fanon’s books urgent reading today.

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor.

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

APPRECIATIONS  |  Gregory McNamee

Frantz Fanon and the Spirit of 
Anti-Colonial Revolt

Frantz Fanon




