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It sometimes seems as though nothing has happened as planned this year. 
So it’s extra reassuring to present this annual Kirkus Prize issue of the maga-
zine in which we introduce the finalists for our 2020 awards in fiction, nonfic-
tion, and young readers’ literature. Yes—the judges have been busy reading all 
through the pandemic, and the Kirkus Prize is happening. Here’s the com-
plete list of 18 finalists; turn to the editors’ columns to learn more about each 
of the books listed here.

FICTION:
Black Sunday by Tola Rotimi Abraham (Catapult)
Fiebre Tropical by Juli Delgado Lopera (Feminist Press)
The Lying Life of Adults by Elena Ferrante, translated by Ann Goldstein (Europa 
Editions)
Luster by Raven Leilani (Farrar, Straus and Giroux)
Deacon King Kong by James McBride (Riverhead)
Shuggie Bain by Douglas Stuart (Grove)

The judges for the 2020 Kirkus Prize in Fiction are: bestselling author Chang-rae Lee, editor and 
writer Amy Reiter, and Veronica Santiago Liu, founder and general coordinator of Word Up Com-
munity Bookshop/Librería Comunitaria.

NONFICTION:
A Furious Sky: The Five-Hundred-Year History of America’s Hurricanes by Eric Jay Dolin (Liveright/
Norton)
Fathoms: The World in the Whale by Rebecca Giggs (Simon & Schuster)
The Address Book: What Street Addresses Reveal About Identity, Race, Wealth, and Power by Deirdre Mask 
(St. Martin’s)
World of Wonders: In Praise of Fireflies, Whale Sharks, and Other Astonishments by Aimee Nezhukumatathil 
(Milkweed)
Stakes Is High: Life After the American Dream by Mychal Denzel Smith (Bold Type Books)
Caste: The Origins of Our Discontents by Isabel Wilkerson (Random House)

The judges for the 2020 Kirkus Prize in Nonfiction are: 2018 Kirkus Prize finalist Kiese Laymon, 
critic Erika Rohrbach, and Nick Buzanski, general manager at Books Are Magic.

YOUNG READERS’ LITERATURE:
Picture Books:
I Am Every Good Thing by Derrick Barnes, illustrated by Gordon C. James (Nancy Paulsen Books)
We Are Water Protectors by Carole Lindstrom, illustrated by Michaela Goade (Roaring Brook)
Middle Grade:
Fighting Words by Kimberly Brubaker Bradley (Dial Books)
The Girl and the Ghost by Hanna Alkaf (Harper/HarperCollins)
Young Adult:
Clap When You Land by Elizabeth Acevedo (Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins)
Stamped: Racism, Antiracism, and You: A Remix of the National Book Award–Winning Stamped From the 
Beginning by Jason Reynolds & Ibram X. Kendi (Little, Brown)

The judges for the 2020 Kirkus Prize in Young Readers’ Literature are: No. 1 New York Times bestsell-
ing author Nicola Yoon, critic and author Kyle Lukoff, and children’s and school librarian Roxanne 
Hsu Feldman.

We’ll be announcing the winners at a virtual ceremony on Nov. 5; please mark your calendars. In the 
meantime, you’ve got a ready-made reading list of 18 outstanding books. Have at them.
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In his latest book, eminent traveler and naturalist 
David Attenborough delivers a combination 
of memoir and manifesto, the first leisurely, the 
second earnest. Read the review on p. 41.

Don’t wait on the mail for reviews! You can read pre-publication reviews as 
they are released on kirkus.com—even before they are published in the magazine. 
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THE OPIUM PRINCE
Aimaq, Jasmine
Soho Crime (384 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-641-29158-3  

A young American diplomat comes 
face to face with the turmoil of Afghan 
society and the anguish of its people in 
this debut novel by a half-Afghan, half-
Swedish writer.

While driving from Kabul to Herat 
with his wife, Rebecca, sometime in the late 1970s, Daniel 
Abdullah Sajadi hits and kills a little girl named Telaya. Dan-
iel—whose mother is American and late father was an Afghan 
War hero—is the new director of a U.S. foreign aid agency, 
charged with fostering food production and wiping out the 
poppy fields that fuel the country’s dangerous drug trade. 
Local guide Taj Maleki comes to his aid, taking him to the 
police to report the accident and to tribal leaders and Telaya’s 
parents, to whom he makes payments. At length Daniel real-
izes that Taj is not a simple jobber but an opium khan. After 
a contentious discussion, Daniel, infuriated by Taj’s argument 
that opium keeps many Afghans out of poverty, kicks him out 
of his car. Over the next several months, guilt, recriminations, 
and persistent nightmares about Telaya plague Daniel. Taj 
stays in touch by means of oblique threats. Then Taj crashes 
a dinner party with Daniel’s mentor and other influencers in 
attendance and charms some of the guests. What begins as a 
thriller evolves into a detailed history of the region’s traumas 
and a less-successful emotional and personal odyssey. As the 
country descends into war, Daniel’s safety becomes a major 
concern. Peppered throughout the tale are a series of short, 
haunting fables, presented as children’s stories but disclosing 
the brutal reality of Afghan life.

An ambitious debut defying easy categorization.

fiction
VALENTINO AND SAGITTARIUS by Natalia Ginzburg; 
trans. by Avril Bardoni ......................................................................... 9

THE SLAUGHTERMAN’S DAUGHTER by Yaniv Iczkovits ............... 11

PIGEONS ON THE GRASS by Wolfgang Koeppen; 
trans. by Michael Hofmann ................................................................. 11

ACROSS THE GREEN GRASS FIELDS by Seanan McGuire ............18

THE LAST INTERVIEW by Eshkol Nevo; 
trans. by Sondra Silverston ................................................................. 20

ACCRA NOIR ed. by Nana-Ama Danquah ........................................32

THE MIDNIGHT BARGAIN by C.L. Polk ........................................... 37

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

THE LAST INTERVIEW
Nevo, Eshkol
Trans. by Silverston, Sondra
Other Press (352 pp.)
$17.99 paper  |  Oct. 13, 2020
978-163542-987-9
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LOVE IN THE DAYS OF 
REBELLION
Altan, Ahmet
Trans. by Freely, Brendan & Türedi, Yelda
Europa Editions (496 pp.) 
$19.00 paper  |  Nov. 24, 2020
978-1-60945-619-1  

The second installment in a Godfa-
ther-level crime saga set in the Ottoman 
Empire.

Altan, a prominent Turkish jour-
nalist, has been locked up by his authoritarian government 
since 2016. His prison memoir, I Will Never See the World 
Again (2019), is a master class in courage in a time of corrup-
tion. This novel, published in Turkish in 2001, is the second 
book in The Ottoman Quartet, a complex story involving 
authoritarianism, freedom of speech, political philoso-
phy, and sexual politics, taking place during a time of open 
warfare in the early 20th century. Our guide to the story is 
Osman, a middle-aged man living in contemporary Turkey 
who can see and hear the dead, or at least personal versions 
of his family history from a century ago. He can’t really admit 
that to anyone, so he keeps to himself as much as he can. In 
Altan’s version of his country’s history, there are a lot of pow-
erful players. His Majesty the Sultan Abdulhamid II, who has 
reigned since 1876, always poses a threat. Reşit Pasha, the 
personal doctor to the sultan, is a fearful but also dangerous 
character, and there are also a variety of children, relatives, 
and disciples all working their own angles. That’s not to men-
tion a few menacing women, including Mihrişah Sultan, an 
Ottoman princess. The book is comparable to Vikram Chan-
dra’s Sacred Games (2006), not only in terms of its scope, but 
also in the depths of its characterization and the visceral 
tensions between characters. Osman’s connection with 
the dead brings in that little touch of magical realism that 
makes things cool. The political war games that constantly 
surround the crown give everything an extra bit of palpable 
menace. This book is just as piercing as the first in the series, 
Like a Sword Wound (2018), and readers would be well served 
by reading that one first.

An ambitious and intelligent thriller about love and war.

I’M STAYING HERE
Balzano, Marco
Trans. by Foulston, Jill
Other Press (304 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-163542-037-1  

The (now) seemingly idyllic Italian 
region of the South Tyrol serves as the 
backdrop for the decades of tumult—
personal and political—recounted to 
an absent daughter in Balzano’s saga of 

politics, war, and engineering.
Trina enjoys a fairly uneventful life, despite a strained rela-

tionship with her mother, in the agrarian South Tyrol until 
her adolescent dreams of becoming a teacher are thwarted 
with the arrival of Mussolini and fascist control of the region. 
Despite the restrictions placed on the Germanic residents of 
the area and rumors of a long-planned dam project revived by 
Mussolini, Trina’s family and her husband, Erich, opt to remain 



This year more than ever, I’m 
thrilled to introduce the finalists for the 
Kirkus Prize in Fiction. Our dedicated 
judges—Veronica Santiago Liu, found-
er and general coordinator of Word Up 
Community Bookshop/Librería Co-
munitaria in Manhattan, and Kirkus 
reviewer Amy Reiter—have worked 
through the pandemic to choose an 
eclectic group of finalists that would 
make a perfect reading list for the next 

few months. Author Chang-rae Lee will be joining them to 
choose the winner on Nov. 5.

Black Sunday by Tola Rotimi Abra-
ham (Catapult) follows the dissolution 
of a Nigerian family after the mother 
loses her job and her four children—
identical twin girls named Bibike and 
Ariyike and younger boys named Pe-
ter and Andrew—go in different direc-
tions. “Abraham stuffs her novel past 
brimming, but its sophisticated struc-
ture and propulsive narration allow her 
to tuck in a biting critique of corrupt 
colonial religion and universally ex-
ploitative men,” our review said. “A piercing, supple debut.”

Fiebre Tropical by Juli Delgado Lop-
era (Feminist Press) is narrated by 
15-year-old Francisca, who’s been up-
rooted from her home in Bogotá and is 
now living with her mother, sister, and 
grandmother in Miami. As our review 
said, “With a whip-smart, unapolo-
getic voice peppered with Colombian 
slang, Francisca pulls us into her new 
life in ‘Yanquilandia.’…A rich, deeply 
felt novel about family ties, immigra-
tion, sexual longing, faith, and desire. 
Simultaneously raw and luminous.”

The Lying Life of Adults by Elena 
Ferrante, translated by Ann Goldstein 
(Europa Editions), returns to Naples, 
the scene of Ferrante’s groundbreak-
ing Neapolitan Quartet, but this book 
explores a more privileged neighbor-
hood. Giovanna is 12 when we meet 
her, an affectionate and studious girl, 
but she’s entering the choppy waters 
of adolescence. When she overhears 
her father remarking that she’s come 
to resemble his reviled sister, Vittoria, 

Giovanna sets out to meet her mysterious aunt. As our re-
view said: “A girl, a city, an inhospitable society: Ferrante’s 
formula works again!”

Luster by Raven Leilani (FSG) tells the story of Edie, a 
razor-sharp and dissatisfied young Black woman who’s try-
ing to support herself in New York 
and find her way as an artist. She has 
an affair with Eric, a 40-something 
married White man, and finds herself 
slipping, almost by accident, into his 
life, until his wife, Rebecca, invites 
her to move in with them and their 
adopted Black daughter, Akila. “All 
the while, the dynamics among the 
four of them keep shifting, an unsta-
ble ballet of race, sex, and power,” our 
review said. “Leilani’s characters act 
in ways that often defy explanation, and that is part of what 
makes them so alive and so mesmerizing: Whose behavior, 
in real life, can be reduced to simple cause and effect?”

Deacon King Kong by James 
McBride (Riverhead) touches down 
in 1969 Brooklyn as a drunk widower 
and church deacon known as Sport-
coat shoots the local drug dealer in 
the arm—an act he doesn’t remember 
the next day but that somehow ends 
up involving everyone in the neigh-
borhood. “McBride has a flair for fash-
ioning comedy whose buoyant out-
rageousness barely conceals both a 
steely command of big and small nar-

rative elements and a river-deep supply of humane intelli-
gence,” our review said. “An exuberant comic opera set to 
the music of life.”

Shuggie Bain by Douglas Stuart 
(Grove) tells the story of a lonely boy 
in working-class 1980s Glasgow and 
his beloved mother, the beautiful Ag-
nes, whose alcoholism rules their fam-
ily. “Shuggie’s adoration of his moth-
er is the light of his life, his compass, 
his faith, embodied in his ability to 
forgive her every time she resurrects 
herself from a binge,” our review said. 

“You will never forget Shuggie Bain.”

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor.

2020 kirkus prize: 
the fiction finalists
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in their homeland. As the Second World War approaches and 
the region becomes a deadly pawn in the expansion of Hitler’s 
Reich, Trina’s rapidly disintegrating family suffers unimagi-
nable hardships which are exacerbated to a hideous degree 
during the war itself. The miseries endured by the region’s 
residents do not stop with the end of the war, and Balzano’s 
stoical narrator continues with the litany of indignities visited 
upon them. As if a war were not enough to endure, the con-
strained roles of women within a traditional agrarian society 
leave little room for disagreement with male decision-makers. 
Trina’s long-held belief that words could save her is tested by 
vicious forces, some within her extended family (who assault 
her with actions stronger than words). Trina’s matter-of-fact 
narration maintains a steady tone while recounting decades 
of inhumane circumstances to a ghostly lost daughter. While 
the catalog of insults may appear unending to some, Balzano 
illuminates a war waged upon the South Tyrol even after “the 
war” was over.

Balzano recites horrors in a cool, unvarnished tone, cata-
loging a life upended by war and, worse, by its remembrance.

THE ROUGH CUT
Corleone, Douglas
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-7278-8986-7 

A newly minted filmmaker pulls out 
all the stops in her maiden attempt to 
shoot a compelling documentary on 
a criminal trial whose outcome is far 
from certain

Even before he meets musician 
Ethan Jakes, Detective Lance Fukumoto of the Honolulu 
Police Department has already decided that he killed his girl-
friend, TV weather forecaster Piper Kingsley. The case would 
be open and shut (mostly shut) if Riley Vasher, an acquain-
tance who had enjoyed Piper’s Hawaiian hospitality several 
years earlier after Piper impulsively invited her on Facebook, 
weren’t shopping for a project that would launch her and 
Brody Quinlan, her cinematographer and lover, into the 
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mediasphere. Talking prison-averse Ethan out of his suicidal 
tendencies, Riley convinces his brother Nathan, who morphed 
from Ethan’s musical partner into a wealthy and successful law-
yer, into bankrolling his defense by Nicholas Church, a former 
prosecutor who turned capital defense attorney after being 
savagely criticized by Marissa Linden’s miniseries The Prosecu-
tor. Of course Riley wants Church to get Ethan acquitted, but 
she also wants to make a crackerjack movie. Sometimes those 
two goals go hand in hand; sometimes, as Corleone shows, they 
don’t. As the stakes rise for all parties, Riley, who has a habit 
of spicing her first-person chapters with coy double-entendres 
(“I like when people watch”), realizes more and more clearly 
that “this film could be our Titanic. Either the doomed ship, 
or…[the] Best Picture.” 

A sharply plotted legal drama with a double-barreled 
climax.

ANIMAL WIFE
Ehrlich, Lara
Red Hen Press (168 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Sep. 8, 2020
978-1-59709-884-7  

Girls and women caught between 
myth and the modern world.

Selected by Ann Hood as the winner 
of the Red Hen Fiction Award, Ehrlich’s 
debut collection contains 15 stories, 
some as short as a paragraph. Protago-
nists range from girls dealing with absent 

mothers, first kisses, and female friendships to grown women, 
mothers and would-be mothers themselves. Many feature ani-
mals (swan, deer, bear, raccoon, and more) or mythic creatures 
(the Marsh King, the Undertoad), and most have at least one 
foot in a liminal space between fantasy and reality, between what 
we dream of and what we’ll ultimately accept. A story called “Six 
Roses” handles this tension with a healthy dose of humor. “June’s 
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holding out for a man like Heathcliff or Mr. Darcy, whose scorn 
masks a deep pain only she can heal. She wants a kiss that will 
stop the earth from spinning, with a man who would die for 
her. If they were stranded in the ocean with only one plank of 
driftwood between them, he would insist she take it, and com-
fort her as he froze to death. No eighth-grader can compete with 
that. Nathan Bagley never stood a chance.” In fact, it turns out 
he does, because reality has a way of winning. In “The Tenant,” 
a woman who is living happily with a hungry bear—she serves 
him dinner by candlelight—is heartbroken when he moves out. 
While “Foresight” imagines a substance that lets you see all your 
possible futures, it seems to concur with “Stone Fruit” about the 
disappointment at the end of the road: “Alice had wanted to sleep 
beneath the stars nestled in a gypsy’s arms. She’d wanted to travel 
the world and write a novel rivaling War and Peace. Now, she wants 
a house to grow old in.” The drifty way the stories unfold—a lack 
of narrative urgency—may keep some readers from digging in. 

Whimsy and fantasy meet the way things really turn out 
in stories from a strong new voice.

VALENTINO AND 
SAGITTARIUS 
Ginzburg, Natalia
Trans. by Bardoni, Avril
New York Review Books (144 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Sep. 15, 2020
978-1-68137-474-1  

A pair of novellas describe mid-20th-
century Italian life.

The latest installment in Ginzburg’s 
oeuvre might be her finest yet. The two 

novellas that make up this volume are meticulously observed 
accounts of midcentury Italian family life. In the first, a family 
scrimps and saves so that their only son can receive an edu-
cation; his parents hope that he will become “a man of con-
sequence.” Instead, Valentino marries a wealthy, unattractive 
woman 10 years his senior. Despairing, his mother tells him, 

“not one of us has ever done anything just for money.” In the 
next story, a dissatisfied mother of two dreams of opening an 
art gallery. She isn’t an easy character to like: Her dream reeks 
of self-delusion. More than anything, her interest in art stems 
from an all-consuming pretension to culture and cultivation. 
But Ginzburg writes with such a sense of empathy for each 
of her characters, and her prose is so utterly lacking in sen-
timentality, that it becomes nearly impossible not to sympa-
thize with every one of the figures peopling these stories. Each 
novella is narrated by a young woman, the first by Valentino’s 
sister, the second by one of the daughters of the unnamed 
mother. Each novella, too, features Ginzburg’s characteristic 
psychological insight, her subtle, sometimes-bleak wit, and 
her fastidious—but never fussy—prose, here capably trans-
lated by Bardoni. This renewed interest in Ginzburg’s body of 
work comes as a tremendous gift. She was a magnificent writer.

Ginzburg described with a nearly deceptive lucidity the 
delusions, trials, and dreams of her characters.

A TIME FOR MERCY 
Grisham, John
Doubleday (480 pp.) 
$20.96  |  Oct. 13, 2020
978-0-385-54596-9  

A small-town Mississippi court-
room becomes the setting for a trade-
mark Grisham legal tussle.

Stuart Kofer is not a nice guy. He 
drinks way too much and likes to brawl. 
One night, coming home in a foul mood 

with a blood alcohol count more than triple the legal limit, he 
breaks his live-in girlfriend’s jaw. He’s done terrible things to her 
children, too—and now her 16-year-old boy, Drew, puts an end 
to the terror. Unfortunately for the kid in a place where uni-
forms are worshipped, Stu was a well-liked cop. “Did it really 
matter if he was sixteen or sixty? It certainly didn’t matter to Stu 
Kofer, whose stock seemed to rise by the hour,” writes Grisham 
of local opinion about giving Drew the benefit of the doubt. 

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

The latest installment in Ginzburg’s
oeuvre might be her finest yet.

valentino and sagittarius



Jake Brigance, the hero of the tale, is a lawyer who’s down to 
his last dime until a fat wrongful-death case is settled. It doesn’t 
help his bank book when the meaningfully named Judge Omar 
Noose orders him to defend the kid. Backed by a brilliant para-
legal whose dream is to be the first Black female lawyer in the 
county, he prepares for what the local sheriff correctly portends 
will be “an ugly trial” that may well land Drew on death row. As 
ever, Grisham capably covers the mores of his native turf, from 
gun racks to the casual use of the N-word. As well, he examines 
Bible Belt attitudes toward abortion and capital punishment as 
well as the inner workings of the courtroom, such as jury selec-
tion: “What will your jury look like?” asks a trial consultant, to 
which Jake replies, “A regular posse. It’s rural north Mississippi, 
and I’ll try to change venue to another county simply because of 
the notoriety.” The story runs on a touch long, as Grisham yarns 
tend to do, and it gets a bit gory at times, but the level of ten-
sion is satisfyingly high all the way to the oddly inconclusive end.

Grisham fans will be pleased, graphic details of evil 
behavior and all.

SIROCCO
Haynes, Dana
Blackstone (300 pp.)
$16.99 paper  |  Jan. 26, 2021
978-1-09-409983-5

The bounty hunters of St. Nicholas 
Salvage & Wrecking who go up against 
a Middle Eastern terrorist bomber find 
their target far more chimerical than it 
seems.

The serial kidnapper that ex–U.S. 
Marshal Michael Finnigan and his part-

ner, Katalin Fiero Dahar, tangled with in St. Nicholas Salvage 
& Wrecking (2019) is small potatoes compared to the Khamsin 
Sayef, or Storm of the Sword, a terrorist organization that 
blew up Paris CIA station chief Dinah Mariner and her hus-
band and daughter three years ago and has gone on to more 
of the same. The latest casualty is nongovernmental organi-
zation leader Victor Wu, killed along with Pete Newsom, the 
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contractor with Sooner Slye and Rydell responsible for keep-
ing him safe. When senior European CIA director Annie 
Pryor, an old friend of Dinah and her family’s, hires Span-
ish spymaster Hugo Llorente to identify and kill the parties 
responsible, Llorente naturally reaches out to Fiero, whom 
he formerly handled in the field, and her partner to fulfill the 
contract. Annie Pryor isn’t the only one who takes this mis-
sion personally. Col. Cole Sanger, of Sooner Slye and Rydell, 
knowing that his firm’s reputation for protecting important 
people is on the line, resolves that nobody will pull the trig-
ger but SS&R’s own hirelings—either one of their regular 
employees or Syarhey Valazko, a colorless Belarussian who 
lives only for his work. As it turns out, the assassins’ race to 
the target turns out to be only Act 1 of a plot Haynes manages 
with professional dexterity and an uncanny sense of when to 
dish out more twists, deceptions, and action sequences.

Highly recommended to readers who don’t have enough 
to worry about already—or who’d rather swap their cares 
for bigger ones.

THE SLAUGHTERMAN’S 
DAUGHTER 
Iczkovits, Yaniv
Pantheon (528 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Feb. 23, 2021
978-0-8052-4365-9  

A search for a missing husband goes 
wildly awry.

Occasionally a book comes along 
so fresh, strange, and original that it 
seems peerless, utterly unprecedented. 

This is one of those books. You might hear traces of Gogol 
or Isaac Babel in Iczkovits’ voice, but they’re only traces. The 
madcap plot is more or less as follows: Mende Speismann’s 
husband has taken off, leaving her, her two children, and her 
in-laws basically destitute. It’s the late 19th century, the Pale 
of Settlement, and when Mende’s sister, Fanny Keismann, 
takes off in search of the errant husband, nobody knows 
where she’s gone. The oblique note she leaves behind doesn’t 
clarify matters. Fanny is known in their tightknit, insular 
Jewish community as a vilde chaya—a wild animal—because, 
as a young girl, she learned to slaughter animals, which was 
not, to say the least, a typically feminine pastime. Iczkovits 
follows Fanny on her search for Mende’s husband, but he also 
describes Mende’s life back in Motal, and his sympathy for 
his women characters is profound. But there’s also an agent 
of the secret police, Piotr Novak, who becomes involved 
when a trail of dead bodies sprouts up in Fanny’s wake, as 
well as a pair of old soldiers who had been, as children, forci-
bly removed from their Jewish homes and compelled to serve. 
If occasionally Iczkovits’ superb humor slips too far into the 
slapstick, you’ll forgive him: He’s so compelling a storyteller 
he could be forgiven anything. Likewise, the passages that 
delve into Mende’s inner life are so textured and rich they 
can’t help but draw attention to the fact that Iczkovits never 

quite explicates Fanny’s own thoughts to an equal degree. 
But these are minor quibbles. Iczkovits is a superb talent, 
and this novel is a resounding success.

As witty as it is wise, Iczkovits’ novel is a profoundly 
moving caper through the Russian empire.

PIGEONS ON 
THE GRASS 
Koeppen, Wolfgang
Trans. by Hofmann, Michael
New Directions (208 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Oct. 6, 2020
978-0-8112-2918-0  

A kaleidoscopic narrative that fol-
lows a disparate cast of characters whose 
lives accidentally intersect during a sin-
gle day in Munich, Germany, in 1948.

First published in 1951 and now available in an inspired new 
translation, this deeply sardonic, profoundly compassionate 
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novel takes the reader onto the ruined postwar streets of 
Munich and inside the minds of the city’s inhabitants, their 
heads “still confused by hunger and explosions.” What seems 
at first to be a random parade of characters, each portrayed 
in alternating sections that seamlessly shift the novel’s third-
person point of view—from that of a child to a psychologist 
to an old Nazi to an American soldier and so on—gradually 
coalesces to form a flawless, interconnected pattern of private 
dramas and chance meetings. Stories and lives overlap at an 
accelerating pace yet each protagonist is clearly defined, just 
as each is at the mercy of fate. Desperation fills the air. Doc-
tors “queued to sell their blood…the only thing they had to 
sell.” But there is also, among some, a bewildered nostalgia 
presented with a garnish of irrepressible ironic wit. “Things 
were different, under Hitler!” one character hears her father 
lament. “Things had some gusto then.” The novel reaches its 
crescendo with the onstage appearance of a famous intellec-
tual, the theme of whose lecture is “the deathless soul of the 
West.” When he arrives, the author notes, “photographers 
dropped on one knee like archers”—an image typical of the 

gems scattered liberally throughout the novel. And what fol-
lows is indeed a comical skewering of pomposity. At the criti-
cal moment, technology—the hope of the future—fails and 
great thoughts turn into electronic squawks, leaving an ador-
ing crowd mystified.

This portrait of despair and endurance amid postwar 
ruin is nothing less than a miniature masterpiece.

MEISELMAN
The Lean Years
Landes, Avner
Tortoise Books (416 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-1-948954-14-3  

A suburban man confronts a series 
of shortcomings—sexual, professional, 
and otherwise—in this rambunctious, 
Mitty-esque tale.

The title character of Landes’ ambi-
tious debut novel is a 36-year-old man navigating a series of 
low-grade crises over the course of a week. As an administra-
tor at a public library outside Chicago, he’s slated to interview 
an acclaimed author whose latest novel allegedly mars the 
good name of a beloved rabbi they knew growing up. Efforts 
to conceive with his wife are falling short, and the blame falls 
squarely on him. His neighbor’s gardening habits are exasper-
ating—pre-dawn lawn mowing, pools of standing water in her 
backyard—but since she’s a Holocaust survivor he must tread 
gingerly. His seatmate at shul is a beefy boor, his beloved White 
Sox are struggling, his older brother is more accomplished—
the trials never end for our nebbishy hero. “Meiselman was fed 
up, literally and figuratively, with everyone putting their dirty 
paws on him,” he laments. “After thirty-six years, Meiselman 
had reached a limit, a breaking point.” Though these crises are 
all relatively small beer, there’s an inherent comedy in Meisel-
man’s working up the nerve to work up some nerve, which 
leads to some peculiar acts, including a masturbatory calamity 
in bed with his wife and quasi-flirtation with a community col-
lege student researching Julius Caesar. Stylistically, the novel 
reads like a pastiche of contemporary Jewish American lit: It 
evokes the grievance-struck longueurs of Bellow’s Herzog, the 
anxiety of Sam Lipsyte and Gary Shteyngart’s schlubby, emas-
culated protagonists, and the heterodox satire of 1970s Roth. 
With so much literary baggage, the novel strains to achieve 
full liftoff, but many of its set pieces are great fun, the more 
cringeworthy the better; Meiselman’s struggles to be a good 
husband, employee, and Jew are serious, but there’s comedy 
in his falling short. 

A brash, bulky yarn about one man’s determination to 
get his life in order.
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TOO MUCH LIP
Lucashenko, Melissa
HarperVia/HarperCollins (336 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-0-06-303253-8  

An award-winning Australian author 
explores family dysfunction and the leg-
acy of colonial oppression in her Ameri-
can debut.

When Kerry Salter returns to her 
hometown in New South Wales, the 

first conversation she has is with a trio of crows. The fact 
that they critique her command of the Bundjalung language 
is exasperating. The fact that, in Durrongo, even the birds are 
up in her business is a grating reminder of why she left in the 
first place. But her ex-girlfriend is in prison for robbery, and 
Kerry is hoping to avoid the same fate. Also, her grandfather 
is dying, so…home it is—at least for a bit. Lucashenko is an 
Indigenous Australian author, and her writing is suffused with 

language that will be unfamiliar to most American readers, 
which makes settling into the narrative a bit of a challenge. 
This is not a criticism. Indeed, while Lucashenko was almost 
certainly not writing with the aim of alienating an audience 
half a world away, there’s something fitting in making interlop-
ers feel a bit disoriented as they enter a world of generational 
trauma that is largely the result of colonialism. Readers willing 
to accept that they are outsiders in Durrongo will have the 
chance to explore a world that few of us know—and a land-
scape that is sacred to the people who live within it. Kerry left 
home to escape a family plagued by addiction and violence, 
but the place itself will always be her spiritual home. A devel-
oper’s plan to transform the resting place of her ancestors 
recapitulates the long history of settler-colonials taking and 
transforming the land on which Indigenous people live. It also 
gives shape to this novel’s plot as it gives Kerry a mission and 
her whole family a chance at a future that contains the best 
parts of the past.

Original, honest, and surprisingly funny.  
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When Kerry returns to her hometown in New South Wales, 
the first conversation she has is with a trio of crows.

too much lip
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A middle-class Brooklyn family of four decamps for a 
summer vacation in the Hamptons in the opening pages of 
Rumaan Alam’s third novel, Leave the World Behind (Ecco, 
Oct. 6). What might be the setup for a domestic come-
dy of manners abruptly changes course when the owners 
of the rental property show up and ask to stay the night, 
claiming there’s been a citywide blackout in New York. So 
why is the TV showing just a blank blue screen? Why aren’t 
anyone’s cellphones working? And what in God’s name 
is the sonic boom that stuns everyone and cracks a glass 
door? The novel patiently builds an atmosphere of sus-
pense and dread, although—spoiler alert—there will be no 
simple explanation of what exactly is going on. No mat-
ter—Leave the World Behind is a thrillingly unconventional 
literary page-turner and now the basis for a Netflix film 

produced by and starring Julia Roberts and Denzel Wash-
ington. Alam lives in Brooklyn with his husband and sons, 
ages 7 and 10; we spoke over Zoom while the author and 
his family were on Fire Island enjoying their own (appar-
ently disaster-free) vacation. The conversation has been 
edited for length and clarity.

I read your daily diary in Vanity Fair, and it seems like 
you’ve had a busy pandemic. Besides parenting and 
making batches of chicken stock, you’re also writing 
for the New Republic, where you’re a contributing edi-
tor. Has it been a productive period for you?
The conditions of quarantine that feel new to a lot of peo-
ple don’t feel new to me. The nature of my work is solitary 
and shut in anyway. My productivity has probably gone 
down a little bit just because the kids are almost always 
underfoot, you know? At the beginning of the summer we 
would go to Prospect Park, and I’d set out a blanket and lie 
down and read—I was reviewing a bunch of books for the 
fall. And the kids would run around and play. Or I’d put in 
one AirPod and listen to raw audio [for the Outward and 
Working podcasts Alam co-hosts for Slate] while the boys 
rode their bikes. My work is adaptable and flexible enough 
that if I’m a little clever, I can be more productive. 

Though it was conceived and written before the pan-
demic, the novel feels suited to this moment—a family 
confronting an ambiguous, unknowable threat out in 
the world.
I’ve been placing myself in the category—maybe unfairly, 
without asking them—of what Jenny Offill did in Weather 
and what Lydia Millet did in A Children’s Bible, also novels 
that predate this particular moment but share a sensibility, 
share a way of thinking about the world. Coronavirus is ob-
viously a terrible thing but also a very tangible thing. It has 
provided a tangible way of talking about a discomfort that 
I think people have felt for a long time—this feeling of the 
end of history, or the end of time, or existence in a world 
that is changing in ways that people simply can’t predict. 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Rumaan Alam

THE AUTHOR’S NEW NOVEL, LEAVE THE WORLD BEHIND, IMAGINES A 
FAMILY VACATION INTERRUPTED BY A MYSTERIOUS DISASTER
By Tom Beer

David A. Land
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When G.H. and Ruth show up—an older, well-heeled 
Black couple—Amanda can’t shake her suspicions of 
them.
Amanda is trapped in her own particular point of view 
[but is] also aware of it and interrogating it even as she’s 
trapped there. Her first thought is, they’re criminals, and 
she knows that’s racist. And then she adjusts—well, maybe 
they’re con artists. I’m a mother, so I have to be concerned 
about sex crimes. You can understand it as an indictment 
of her character. But you can also understand it as an in-
dictment of the society; these are the dominant narratives 
[about Black people]. It’s also a little bit of a trap for the 
reader. 

You’re quite cagey about telling the reader what has 
caused all the novel’s strange phenomena. 
We don’t always know what’s happening in the world. It’s 
stressful, and it’s unsettling, but it’s just the reality that we 
inhabit. And sometimes the answers to [our] questions 
don’t actually provide a sense of closure. The six people in 
the book don’t know what to do, and there’s no answer that 
reality could ever provide. Again, coronavirus becomes 
resonant. We are all waiting for someone to tell us what to 
do, and clearly that’s not happening. They’re telling us par-
tial information, and we have to navigate on our own.

The family inadvertently forms a social bubble with G.H. 
and Ruth. And when they try to open the bubble to the 
local handyman—who they hope will provide answers—
he slams the door in their faces.
The heroic individual is such an important part of the 
American mythology. But I think it is tested in times of cri-
sis, because the resolution to crisis is always collective ac-
tion, right? We’ve talked about AIDS so much in the era of 
coronavirus. The problem of HIV was really addressed by 
collectives of people—often just normal people banding 
together and collectively accomplishing something, using 
one person’s money, and one person’s influence, and one 
person’s sense of theatricality. Americans think of them-
selves as protagonists of their own story, and that’s the ten-
sion in the book—adults who think of themselves as the 
stars of their own movie suddenly thrust together and hav-
ing to deal with one another. 

Not to mention the kids, who have their own perspec-
tives. 
It’s very difficult to write accurately about childhood, be-
cause it’s sort of a feral, nonintellectual state that is hard to 
fix in language, the interiority of a mind that is still devel-
oping. Many novels have tried to do it via high style, Roddy 
Doyle’s Paddy Clarke Ha Ha Ha or Nicholson Baker’s The 
Everlasting Story of Nory. The kids in my book are older, 

which makes it a little simpler, because there is a way in 
which teenagers are just nascent adults. 

Rose, the youngest one in the family, emerges as the 
closest the narrative has to a heroic presence or an active 
presence. To me that has to do with, again, the political 
reality in this moment. I’m talking about young people 
like the teenagers at Parkland High School who have be-
come anti-gun activists. Or [climate change activist] Greta 
Thunberg. In many ways, the kids today, the rising gener-
ation of my own children, are some of the most interest-
ing political thinkers we have, because they’ve declined to 
accept a lot of the fundamental ways of thinking that our 
generation accepted. When I was writing about Rose, I 
was thinking about that—just the utter liberty of kids to 
look very, very candidly at the reality of the planet they’re 
going to inherit. 

Now there will be a movie with Denzel Washington and 
Julia Roberts. That must be surreal.
Your editor and your agent, if you’re lucky, are always going 
to tell you that the book is good. And you want to believe 
that, but you understand that this is not impartial stuff 
that you’re hearing. To have Sam [Esmail, the director] ex-
cited about the book felt different, because he is himself 
an artist engaged in a pursuit not dissimilar from what I’m 
doing—making a world and a story and hoping that people 
are moved by it. And to have him say, your book is interest-
ing to me, and I want to do this thing using your book, was 
just incredible. And then when the conversation was, Julia 
Roberts might be involved, and Denzel Washington might 
be involved, well, I don’t even know what you’re talking 
about anymore. But it’s really wonderful.

Leave the World Behind received a starred review in the July 
1, 2020, issue.
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A HOUSE AT THE BOTTOM 
OF A LAKE
Malerman, Josh
Del Rey (208 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-593-23777-9  

In the throes of first love, two teens 
have their romance tested after discov-
ering a mysterious house in an aban-
doned lake.

James and Amelia, both 17, are good 
kids. After becoming instantly attracted to each other in his 
father’s hardware store, they go on a canoe outing on a lake 
where James’ uncle has a place. With kids shrieking in speed-
boats, James decides to paddle to a second, quieter lake—and 
then, on a whim, through a graffitied tunnel to a smaller third 
lake he never knew existed. The water is murky, smells funny, 
and “felt inhabited.” But after getting over the shock of dis-
covering a house below the surface, the adventuresome couple 

works up the courage to dive down and explore it—first with-
out breathing equipment and then, when they return, with 
diving gear. Though dresses float through space as if self-
animated and there’s an indoor pool “with water all its own,” 
there’s nothing superscary about the house. But after the 
couple gets physically intimate in the pool and hears footsteps 
from the second floor, their lives are forever changed. Origi-
nally published in the U.K. in 2016, this short novel was Mal-
erman’s first following Bird Box (2014), which was adapted by 
Netflix in 2018. A spare, unrushed effort, the book has a tingly 
appeal. But while it succeeds as an endearing study of young 
love and a dark exploration of the fear of sex, the house never 
lives up to its promise as a scare vehicle. Malerman, usually a 
big risk taker, plays things too close to the vest.

An enjoyably tenderhearted novel but one that fails to 
make the most of its spooky premise.  

A CROOKED TREE
Mannion, Una 
Harper (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-06-304984-0  

In this debut novel set in rural 
Pennsylvania, a 15-year-old girl recounts 
the events of the summer of 1981, when 
the bonds of family and friendship are 
tested not only by inner tensions, but 
also by an outside threat in the form of 

a predatory stranger.
Libby Gallagher’s narrative begins at the start of the 

summer vacation with her widowed mother driving the fam-
ily home at night near Valley Forge, Pennsylvania. “The six 
of us were in the car,” Libby notes. “Marie up front…Ellen 
between me and Thomas…and Beatrice lying in the wayback.” 
(Libby’s beloved father, an Irish immigrant, had already 
left the family before his death in 1980.) Libby’s mother is 
driving erratically and arguing with 12-year-old Ellen when 
she suddenly pulls over and orders her daughter out of the 
car. “I looked back. Ellen was facing away from us, looking 
down over the bridge, where columns of cars funneled along 
the turnpike.” Disaster seems imminent. And danger does 
indeed materialize. Ellen is lucky to make it home. But that 
is just the beginning, for Libby’s story is one of a family, not 
a crime. “That summer when I so desperately tried to reel us 
all in, I didn’t understand the forces spinning us apart,” she 
observes, and through her eyes we see that change happening 
as clearly as we see the hills of rural Pennsylvania described 
here with restrained lyricism. 

Suspenseful, affecting, and disarmingly evocative of 
childhood and the not-so-distant era of the 1980s.
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SUSPICIOUS MINDS
Mark, David
Severn House (288 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-7278-8996-6  

Mark showcases a troubled woman 
who can’t allow herself to trust.

Elizabeth Zahavi was physically, 
mentally, and sexually abused as a child, 
and she’s recently been diagnosed with 
borderline personality disorder. She 

lives with Jay, who’s often annoyed by her. On her way to a psy-
chiatric session, she gets lost, panics, and is run off the road 
by Campion Lorton-Cave, an entitled drunk who takes off, 
leaving her to be rescued by Jude Cullen and his border collie, 
Marshall. It’s a fateful meeting for Elizabeth—who’s always 
been known as Liz or Lizzie but who now thinks of herself as 
Betsy. When Jay leaves his laptop at home one day, Elizabeth 
can’t help looking through it, and she’s astonished by what she 

finds. Jay attacks her when he gets home, even choking her, 
and she moves in with Jude, who lives in an ancient, decrepit, 
but magical house on a big tract of land he inherited from his 
late wife, Maeve, an animal activist, whom some people think 
he murdered. Slowly settling in, Elizabeth learns to appreci-
ate the beauties of the countryside under the guidance of Jude, 
who juggles a number of jobs to support himself, steadfastly 
refusing the hefty sum Campion and his wife offer him for his 
land in order to expand their repugnant pay-to-hunt business. 
Life darkens as Campion, who’s hired heavies to scare Jude, 
approves physical attacks and cruel tricks involving the deaths 
of innocent animals. But Jude’s a tough fighter whose dark 
rages are intimidating. Elizabeth finds herself deeply in love 
with a dangerous man who understands her demons but may 
be a killer himself. Given Jude’s distressing past, who presents 
the greatest present danger to her?

A chilling entry from a master of the dark psychological 
thriller—one that’s uncharacteristically tempered by hope.

ACROSS THE GREEN 
GRASS FIELDS  
McGuire, Seanan
Tor (176 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-250-21359-4 

The sixth novella in the Wayward 
Children series introduces yet another 
child who tumbles through a portal to a 
magic land and is forever changed.

Three years ago, when she was 7, 
Regan Lewis rejected her sweet and quirky friend Heather in 
favor of mean queen bee Laurel. But the gravity of her mistake 
doesn’t really strike home until Laurel viciously rejects Regan 
when Regan, now 10, reveals something her parents have just 
told her: Regan is intersex, which explains why she isn’t matur-
ing like the other girls. A distraught Regan flees into what’s left 
of the local woods and inadvertently passes through a magical 
door to the Hooflands, populated by fauns, minotaurs, kelpies, 
and all manner of other hoofed beings. A kindly band of cen-
taurs takes Regan in, and she gladly becomes part of their sim-
ple life herding unicorns, discovering true friendship with the 
centaur girl Chicory and satisfaction in her apprenticeship to 
their healer. But her contentment cannot last, because all deni-
zens of the Hooflands know that human visitors to their realm 
will ultimately become heroes and save them from dire threat, 
whatever that happens to be. Can Regan defy her destiny, or 
must she inevitably meet the mysterious Queen Kagami and 
defeat a hitherto undefined evil? McGuire revisits her well-
known themes: the cruelty demonstrated by some children as 
well as the strong and beautiful friendships that more open-
hearted children can build, the pain of trying to conform in 
a society that punishes outliers, and the rewards of following 
one’s own path and finding that place where one fits and flour-
ishes. Because she is the only human among them, Regan is 
free to express her humanity in any way she chooses...up to 

"A somber, disturbing mystery fused with a scathing
look at the fashion industry." - Kirkus Reviews

w w w . s i z e z e r o . o r g
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a point, anyway—the point at which the story turns. This is 
probably the most literal iteration of McGuire’s ongoing argu-
ment that biology is not destiny. The author can’t seem to stay 
away from transmitting these messages over and over, both in 
this series and in her other works, but she does transmit them 
beautifully, and some people may need to read them over and 
over, either for reassurance or to let the ideas sink in. 

Possibly preachy, but usefully so, and eloquently 
expressed.

THE LAST INTERVIEW 
Nevo, Eshkol 
Trans. by Silverston, Sondra
Other Press (352 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Oct. 13, 2020
978-163542-987-9  

An Israeli writer gives an in-depth 
interview that unravels the story of his 
life and art.

Most interviews purport to expose 
some previously unknown truth, how-

ever trivial, about the interview subject. Nevo’s new novel 
asks the question: What would it mean for the interviewee to 
actually tell that “truth”—and how might the idea of truth tell-
ing be complicated if the interviewee were in the business of 
fiction writing? In trenchant, lovely prose—beautifully trans-
lated by Silverston—Nevo uses the unconventional structure 
of a literary interview to reveal the cracks in the facade of a 
writer’s relationship to himself, his work, and the world. Nevo 
excels at revealing—and reveling in—the exquisite within the 
mundane. As the interviewer moves from question to question, 
the protagonist leads the reader through various vignettes of 
his life; though the questions themselves range from basic 
to profound, each answer pulls the reader further into the 
protagonist’s vibrant inner world. The juxtaposition of the 
artificial medium of the interview with the increasing vulner-
ability that the writer displays in his answers is quietly radical. 
The emotional stakes are further heightened, and the narra-
tive propelled, by the sometimes-jarring nature of this sort of 
structure: Often, the interviewer interrupts the narrative with 
a new question just at the point when a section is at its most 
moving or engrossing. The result is a compelling page-turner 
of quiet beauty and power. Drawing upon a rich Jewish liter-
ary heritage that stretches from Bialik to Oz to Roth, Nevo 
pushes the boundaries of fiction both formally and themati-
cally, challenging the reader at every turn to reconsider their 
conceptions of the relationship between truth and fiction.

A daring, triumphant work of searing beauty.

NORA
A Love Story of Nora and 
James Joyce
O’Connor, Nuala
Harper Perennial/HarperCollins 
(496 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-06-299172-0  

Nora Barnacle, lifelong partner to 
James Joyce and model for Molly Bloom 
in Ulysses, moves center stage in a story 

of loyal love tested over years of poverty and effort.
Young Nora, a bold, freethinking, uneducated girl from a 

poor Galway background, narrates this biographical saga in 
evocative Irish tones, offering a more-or-less conventional 

A daring, triumphant work of searing beauty.
the last interview
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account of the role of the supportive wife to a genius. The 
novel opens in Dublin on June 16, 1904—her first date with 
Jim Joyce, later to be commemorated as Bloomsday, the day 
during which Ulysses takes place. The attraction between the 
couple is explicitly sexual, and within months they leave Ire-
land together for Switzerland, where Joyce has been promised 
a teaching job. So begins their peripatetic life moving from 
Zurich to Trieste to Rome, back to Trieste, and eventually 
to Paris. Unmarried for decades since Joyce won’t be bound 
by any church, the pair struggles with the culture shock of 
Europe (the food, the weather) and their own poverty. But 
Nora suffers more: She’s lonely, living in the wake of a charis-
matic, mercurial husband who drinks too much, abandons her 
often, hates his work, and loses himself in his writing. This is a 
woman’s story of craving female friendship, tending children, 
and supporting a wayward wanderer while always loving—and 
being loved by—him. Slowly Joyce begins to win the fight for 
publication and acknowledgement, but literature is largely the 
background to this domestic portrait of mutual dependency 
sometimes overwhelmed by its emphasis on family dramas. 

O’Connor’s Joyce is “a man the same as any other, with all a 
man’s frauds and faults,” according to Nora. She emerges as his 
rock, the prose to his poetry.

O’Connor’s lengthy, indulgent portrait of a marriage 
forefronts the robust, devoted woman who kept the show 
on the road.

A STRANGER AT THE DOOR
Pinter, Jason
Thomas & Mercer (362 pp.) 
$11.95 paper  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-5420-0594-4

A suburban mom–turned–crime 
fighter becomes involved in a second 
case that threatens her family.

After her husband was murdered, 
Rachel Marin transformed herself to 
shield her children from harm in Hide 

Away (2020). She changed her name, moved her family to 
another state, took self-defense classes, and eventually became 
more than friends with police officer John Serrano, whom she 
assisted in solving a murder in her new town. When school-
teacher Matthew Linklater is brutally slain just after sending 
Rachel an email asking to talk to her about an unspecified 
threat to his students, she’s sucked into the investigation. Her 
son, Eric, is already secretive, morose, and friendless. When 
he starts refusing to tell her where he’s going, she follows him 
and learns that someone is recruiting high school students for 
shady business deals that earn them plenty of cash. The sud-
den arrival of Evie Boggs, Rachel’s self-defense teacher, who 
knows her past and knows that her husband’s killer is still out 
there, is unnerving, especially when Evie strongly suggests 
that Rachel drop her investigation. Although the shady busi-
nessman seems fairly harmless, the two brothers he’s working 
with are stone-cold killers who will go to any lengths to attain 
their nefarious goals. Furious and terrified, Rachel risks her 
life to protect her children and other innocents caught in a 
perilous situation.

Beneath the brutality in this suspenseful thriller lie 
bone-deep fear and a genuine concern for justice.

SWEET WATER
Reinard, Cara
Thomas & Mercer (364 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Jan. 1, 2021
978-1-5420-2493-8  

Reinard’s novel plunges a perfect 
family into a horrible situation whose 
horrors steadily deepen.

Having attended Carnegie Mellon 
University on a scholarship because 
her father, Victor Denning, was head of 

campus maintenance there, Sarah Ellsworth has landed in the 



Join us for a Virtual Festival with

Elizabeth Acevedo • Julia Alvarez • Derrick Barnes • Michael Ian Black 

David Bowles • H. W. Brands • Erin Brockovich • Candace Bushnell

Robert Draper • Yaa Gyasi • Stephen Graham Jones

Nick Hornby • Dean Koontz • Kevin Kwan • Jonathan Lethem 

Sigrid Nunez • Isabel Quintero • José R. Ralat • Robert Reich

Michael J. Sandel • Richard Z. Santos • Nic Stone • Francisco X. Stork

Doug Swanson • Natalia Sylvester • Raúl the Third

Natasha Trethewey • Kathy Valentine • Amanda Eyre Ward

Isabel Wilkerson • Ibi Zoboi and many more!

O C T O B E R  3 1 – N O V E M B E R  1 5
B E N E F I T I N G  T E X A S  L I B R A R I E S  A N D  L I T E R A C Y ||  L A U R A  B U S H ,  H O N O R A R Y  C H A I R  ||  “ L E T ’ E R  R I P ”  B Y  B O B  “ D A D D Y - O ”  W A D E  ||  T E X A S B O O K F E S T I VA L .O R G

TEXAS BOOK FESTIVAL 2020

P R E S E N T E D  B Y

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

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



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

lap of luxury, married to the younger son of wealthy, well-con-
nected William Ellsworth and installed in the house she’s called 
Stonehenge ever since she and her father used to drive past it 
years ago. A phone call from her teenage son, Finn, threatens 
to bring it all crashing down. Following Finn’s iPhone location 
when he’s unable to tell them where he is, Sarah and Martin 
Ellsworth, the whiz-kid CEO of a robotics startup, find him 
in the woods along with the body of Yazmin Veltri, his girl-
friend from the other side of the tracks. She’s been bashed to 
death, and Finn is the overwhelmingly obvious suspect. The 
Ellsworths swiftly close ranks to contain the threat, cleaning 
up the evidence implicating Finn and rehearsing him in a story 
that contains just enough facts to be plausible. Sarah, at once 
desperate to protect her son and sickened that she’s falling in 
so easily with the coverup planned by her husband’s family, is 
still further distressed by a meeting with Yazmin’s mother, Ali-
sha, who demands the return of a tell-all journal her daughter 
had been keeping. Martin’s cousin Alton Pembroke, the sher-
iff in charge of the case, says he doesn’t have it. Sarah’s search 
leads her to Yazmin’s music teacher, Joshua Louden, who just 

happens to be Sarah’s first love from the days when his own 
family lived in Stonehenge.

An unsparing account of “rich people problems” that 
goes on forever, like all the best nightmares.

LITTLE THREATS
Schultz, Emily
Putnam (384 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-0-593-08699-5 

A 15-year-old murder case gets new 
life after the convicted killer, Kennedy 
Wynn, is released from prison.

Just a teenager when convicted, the 
now 30-something Kennedy is learn-
ing how to be a free woman. While she 

was in jail, her mother died of cancer, her twin sister, Carter, 
battled addiction and got sober, and her father—who, as a 
lawyer, was convinced the charges against Kennedy would be 
dropped—lived alone with his guilt. And though Kennedy is 
free to start over, she quickly realizes that the baggage she 
carries from Haley Kimberson’s death is not easily discarded. 
Even Carter, the person Kennedy needs most, isn’t con-
vinced her twin is innocent. But Kennedy can’t defend her-
self because she has no memory of the murder night, only of 
finding Haley’s body: “Haley was my friend and now she was 
falling apart.” Kennedy’s release garners the attention of Dee 
Nash, a former detective–turned-host of the TV show Crime 
After Crime, who’s interested in poking holes in this long-
standing narrative to potentially prove Kennedy’s innocence. 
For one, could a young girl have the strength to inflict those 
wounds? Kennedy, who tells much of her story via creative 
writing exercises done in prison, says it best: “There is always 
a living boy to go with a dead girl.” But which boy? Berk But-
ler, who was with Kennedy and Haley that fateful night but 
who had “more money, more lawyers” than the Wynns during 
the trial? Or someone else? As multiple characters search for 
the truth, the most compelling point of view is Kennedy’s 
retrospective account from prison. Kennedy’s voice comes 
across as detached, the omniscient perspective of someone 
who’s had a lot of time to think over the details. In order 
to understand what led to Haley’s death, Kennedy consid-
ers all the little threats that lived under the surface of her 
family’s and friends’ daily lives that could have grown into 
something more sinister. This detached voice bleeds into 
the rest of the narrative, making the slow build toward truth 
feel impersonal. Haley’s memory haunts those who miss her 
most, but this metaphor takes on a more literal, paranormal 
form toward the end. The most effective revelation is more 
subtle—that everyone is more than who they are on the sur-
face, and nothing is ever exactly as it seems.

Read this not for the whodunit but for a gripping char-
acter study of an accused girl making sense of her reality.
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THE REDSHIRT
Sobel, Corey
Univ. Press of Kentucky (328 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Oct. 13, 2020
978-0-8131-8021-2  

A college football team serves as 
a macho proving ground and a deep 
repository of secrets.

King College in North Carolina is 
one of the country’s premier academic 
institutions, but it’s hapless in Divi-

sion 1 football. So attracting talented players requires some 
compromises. Miles, the rueful narrator of Sobel’s debut, 
remembers King as one of the few places willing to take on 
an underweight linebacker (he’s 17, having skipped a grade in 
elementary school). It’s also where he believes he can explore 
being gay far from his conservative Colorado hometown, until 
he enters the team’s homophobic bubble. Reshawn, Miles’ 
roommate, is more of a puzzle: a star running back with his 

pick of programs who inexplicably opted for an NCAA door-
mat. In the year or so the novel covers, both men weather the 
emotional toll of needing to belong. Miles absorbs teams haz-
ings and stomachs casually slung anti-gay slurs while laboring 
to maintain a budding romance with a classmate who refuses 
to be closeted. Reshawn, an academic wunderkind as well as 
an A-list athlete, suppresses his intellectual side while conceal-
ing his reasons for choosing King. Sobel, who attended Duke 
on a football scholarship, writes engrossingly about football’s 
punishing physical and psychological rituals. And though his 
characterizations are solid, too, the book’s style and tensions 
are so straightforward that it reads more like a YA novel. A 
subplot involving Reshawn’s research on a well-educated 
freed slave feels forced and underdeveloped, as do Sobel’s 
late efforts to work in riffs on Herman Melville’s “Bartleby 
the Scrivener.” (The latter trope reinforces the sense that the 
book is a gridiron reprise of The Art of Fielding.) Still, the core 
crises that Miles and Reshawn face feel authentic, and Sobel 
smoothly persuades the reader to witness their many bruises. 

A promising debut, albeit with some familiar conflicts.

LORD THE ONE YOU 
LOVE IS SICK
Thornton, Kasey
Ig Publishing (232 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-63246-117-9  

A compulsively readable book about 
how easily tightknit communities can 
unravel.

Thornton’s debut novel opens with 
the death of 20-something Gentry from 

a heroin overdose and traces the reverberations of that event 
through the small North Carolina town of Bethany. Nettie, Gen-
try’s mother, watches her marriage fail and the town abandon her 
as though she’s to blame for her son’s drug addiction. Ethan, who 
discovered his brother’s lifeless body, descends into the basement 
and doesn’t come out. Dale, who distanced himself from Gentry 
when he entered the police academy, is haunted by his former best 
friend’s voice as mental illness takes over his life. At the same time, 
the town elders continue their tradition of gathering every morn-
ing at the ironically named Table of Knowledge at Austin’s Grill, 
unwilling to face what’s happening under their noses. Thornton 
takes an unflinching look at mental illness, sexual abuse, domes-
tic violence, small-town conservatism, and the empty promises 
of community. The novel’s alternating points of view allow her 
to effectively inhabit different characters. The chapter detailing 
Dale’s psychotic breakdown is masterful: Dale distracts himself 
from his pain by scribbling down facts about executions: “black 
mask protected dignity of victim—also to keep eyeballs from falling out.” 
Another standout is the chapter from 8-year-old Emma Hatcher’s 
perspective, which captures in heartbreaking detail how easily 
children internalize abuse. Just a third grader, Emma watches her 
father brutalize her mother and then tries to protect herself by pre-
tending she’s not affected: “My body can get scared of a thing even 
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when my brain isn’t scared of it at all and that is what I hate most 
about myself.” The novel’s only flaw is that some of the characters’ 
happy endings do a disservice to the depths of their suffering.

A novel that may make you think again about what lies 
beneath the surface of your own community.

WHITE IVY
Yang, Susie
Simon & Schuster (368 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-98210-059-9

Reconnecting with her grade school 
crush isn’t quite the fairy tale Ivy Lin 
had hoped for.

Ivy’s parents moved to the U.S. 
from China when she was only 2, leav-
ing her in the care of her maternal 

grandmother, Meifeng. At 5, she flew to Massachusetts to live 

with her parents and new baby brother, Austin. When Meif-
ing, a prolific petty thief, followed a few years later, she taught 
Ivy the tricks of the trade and the fine art of deception. Ivy’s 
childhood wasn’t particularly happy. She didn’t fit in and con-
stantly felt that she would have “traded her face a thousand 
times over for a blue-eyed, blond-haired version…instead of 
her own Chinese one with its too-thin lips, embarrassingly 
high forehead, two fleshy cheeks like ripe apples before the 
autumn pickings.” Her insecurities weren’t helped by her 
mother, a bitter woman whose vicious mean streak was usu-
ally aimed at her daughter. A big reader, Ivy turned inward and 
fantasized about her future. Now, Ivy is a decidedly unfulfilled 
first grade teacher in Boston. When she happens to run into 
Sylvia Speyer, the sister of her childhood crush, Gideon, Ivy is 
propelled into the orbit of Gideon’s wealthy family—and into 
Gideon’s heart. She’s especially thrilled when Gideon finally 
invites her to Finn Oaks, his family’s summer cottage on the 
New England coast. Ivy senses a new distance between her and 
Gideon, though, and when blast-from-her-past Roux Roman 
appears, she’s afraid his knowledge of her dirty secrets may 



m y s t e r ythreaten her new status, even as he stirs a dark desire within 
her that will lead her to a shocking act. The intelligent, yearn-
ing, broken, and deeply insecure Ivy will enthrall readers, and 
Yang’s beautifully written novel ably mines the complexities of 
class and privilege.

A sophisticated and darkly glittering gem of a debut.
POPPY REDFERN AND THE 
FATAL FLYERS
Arlen, Tessa
Berkley (320 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-984805-82-9  

As World War II drags on, brave 
civilians volunteer to help the war 
effort in unexpected ways.

Poppy Redfern’s left home to work 
in London, writing scripts for films 

calculated to boost morale. Her first job takes her to Didcote 
Airfield, home of the Air Transport Auxiliary, a little-known 
group of female pilots who transport planes all over the U.K. 
and the war zone. Sent ahead to get started on the script, she’s 
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driven to Didcote by Capt. Griff O’Neal, an American pilot 
she met in her debut, Poppy Redfern and the Midnight Murders 
(2019). Commanding officer Vera Abercrombie introduces 
her to the women who’ll be flying different planes for the 
film. Most are upper-class flyers who learned before the war. 
Edwina Partridge, who flies Spitfires and has a reputation as a 
man trap, makes a serious run on Griff. When Edwina’s plane 
crashes during filming, everyone seems devastated. But Poppy 
and Griff both have their suspicions about the crash, espe-
cially when some of the crew’s film vanishes. The next to die 
is Letty Wills, an experienced pilot licensed to fly heavy air-
craft. Officials also put her accident down to pilot error. Poppy, 
who’s spent a lot of time getting to know the flyers, picks up 
on some unpleasant undercurrents. So while Griff pursues his 
own mystery, Poppy resolves to unravel the puzzle.

Engaging characters—many of them suspects—along 
with romance and a welcome spotlight on women’s contri-
butions to the war.

THE WICKED HOUR
Blanchard, Alice
Minotaur (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-25-020573-5  

Investigating the mysterious death 
of a talented violinist renews a detec-
tive’s anxieties about a long-missing 
friend.

When Morgan Chambers’ body 
is found following Halloween night, 

Detective Natalie Lockhart recognizes the signature red mark 
on the young woman’s neck that shows she’d spent long hours 
practicing the violin. Morgan had been desperately trying to 
break into the world of solo violinists, even attempting to 
break out in a viral moment at Burning Lake’s Monster Mash 
song contest. But Morgan’s efforts weren’t enough to catapult 
her to fame, and it’s possible that looking into becoming a fid-
dler in a band rather than a soloist led to some bad choices that 
left her dead in a dumpster. Or so Natalie speculates as she 
investigates the case, which reminds her of that of her child-
hood friend Bella Striver, another talented violinist who disap-
peared around their high school graduation. Could someone 
be targeting violinists? It seems possible, especially when 
another missing girl is linked to Natalie’s investigation. The 
case triggers Natalie’s fears, but when she turns to her trusted 
doctor, Russ Swinton, for help and maybe a change in meds, 
she realizes that Russ may be mixed up in Morgan’s case in 
ways she never could have imagined. Natalie longs for the sup-
port of her longtime friend Luke, but his position as Lt. Pitt-
man has complicated the easy rapport they once had, leaving 
Natalie to figure out what happened to Morgan on her own.

New readers of this series would be advised to catch up 
with the backstory first. 

THE BEST AMERICAN 
MYSTERY STORIES 2020
ed. by Box, C.J.
Mariner/Houghton Mifflin Harcourt 
(432 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-328-63610-2  

Box, the award-winning spirit behind 
Joe Pickett, chooses “twenty perfect 
pearls” in the 24th entry of general editor 
Otto Penzler’s highly regarded series.

Box’s selections are surprisingly sunny considering the 
monster 2020 has turned into. Many of them celebrate human 
ingenuity. The title character in David Dean’s “The Duelist” 
bests a formidable opponent with scant bloodshed. An ambi-
tious woman outwits a sleazy politician in Jeffery Deaver’s 

“Security.” A wily Texas Ranger rescues undocumented immi-
grants in James Lee Burke’s “Deportees.” A budding musician 
foxes her dead neighbor’s rapacious grandchildren in John 
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Sandford’s linguistic tour de force, “Girl With an Ax.” Other 
tales highlight the strength of family ties, like David B. Schloss-
er’s “Pretzel Logic,” Michael Cebula’s “Second Cousins,” and 
Brian Cox’s haunting “The Surrogate Initiative.” Family ties 
don’t always mean blood ties. Tom Franklin shows a policeman 
going to the mat for his late girlfriend’s daughter in “On Little 
Terry Road.” And a surprising stepmom helps Sheila Kohler’s 
worried schoolgirl in “Miss Martin.” As Rick McMahan dem-
onstrates in “Baddest Outlaws,” however, blood is still thicker 
than water, and a variety of other substances. The good guys 
aren’t always good guys, as Richard Helms suggests in “See 
Humble and Die.” And the bad guys aren’t always bad guys, as 
Robin Yocum’s aging mobster proves in “The Last Hit.” All in 
all, this year’s installment inspires hope that right will triumph, 
as it does in Pamela Blackwood’s aptly named “Justice.” 

A stellar collection for a year that hardly deserves it.

PREMEDITATED MORTAR
Carlisle, Kate
Berkley (304 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-984804-41-9  

A dream job quickly becomes a 
nightmare for a California contractor.

Shannon Hammer has a thriving 
business in Lighthouse Cove special-
izing in rehabbing Victorian homes. 
When her bestie, Jane Hennessey, 
invests in a project to turn the Gables, 

a moldering but architecturally stunning former mental hos-
pital, into a hotel and destination resort, Shannon is thrilled 
to get the job. Because she developed a romantic relationship 
with bestselling author Mac Sullivan while restoring his home, 
she’s excited that Rachel Powers, who’s running the project, 
has approached Mac as another possible investor. A smatter-
ing of protesters spoil the moment of groundbreaking with 
their demands that the Gables be burned down. Wondering 
whether the protesters were patients or workers there, Shan-
non can imagine why they might be unhappy after hearing an 
unhinged speech from the doctor who last ran the place. Even 
Jane, whose mother was a patient there, has plenty of unhappy 
memories. After her crew has started working, Shannon is 
pushed over a partially demolished brick wall and is lucky 
to escape with minor injuries. Removing the wall reveals the 
body of one of the protesters, leading Shannon and Mac to 
research the protester’s earlier life in order to help the police 
chief, who’s engaged to Shannon’s sister. Certain the answer 
is in the past, they uncover some horrifying stories of cruelty 
that suggest many possible motives for murder.

Like the Fixer Upper movies it’s spawned on the Hall-
mark Channel, this popular series hits just the right notes: 
mystery, romance, historical detail.

HIDDEN TREASURE
Cleland, Jane K.
Minotaur (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Dec. 8, 2020
978-1-25-024277-8  

A New Hampshire antiques dealer 
buys a house, finds a treasure, and—
wait for it—solves a murder.

While Josie Prescott’s waiting for 
the lovely home she’s bought in Rocky 
Point to be renovated, she gets a visit at 

her office from Celia Akins claiming that Maudie Wilson, the 
house’s former owner and Celia’s aunt, is sinking into demen-
tia and has misplaced a trunk. Even though Josie’s already 
walked through the entire house, she agrees to bring Celia 
with her to look for it. Maudie’s other niece, Stacy Collins, 
comes to the house as well, letting herself in the front door 
with her own key, which puts Josie off. While measuring the 
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rooms with help from handyman Tom Hill and his girlfriend, 
Julie, Josie finds the trunk hidden away. It contains letters, 
a Bible, and a box that seems to be made of silver and gold 
and encrusted with jewels and has a decidedly ugly cat statue 
inside. Refusing to release the box to either niece, Josie visits 
Maudie at her assisted living apartment, where she turns out 
to be mentally sharp and a delightful conversationalist. A few 
days later, Maudie asks Josie to do an appraisal of the objects, 
which she’s thinking of selling. If they’re authentic, the box 
and the cat could be worth a fortune. Maudie isn’t in her 
apartment when Josie arrives to pick up the items, but Celia’s 
dead body is. Naturally, Josie, who’s helped the police several 
times before, is worried about Maudie’s whereabouts. Both 
the nieces have been in financial trouble, but the chances of a 
high-stakes payoff distribute suspicion even more generously.

Fans of this long-running series will love the latest 
adventure, replete with plenty of suspects and antique lore.

A BIG FAT GREEK MURDER
Collins, Kate
Kensington (336 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-4967-2435-9  

A rehearsal dinner goes badly awry 
when the groom is not only absent, but 
dead.

Athena Spencer left a bad marriage 
to return to the bosom of her large 
Greek family. She works at their garden 
center and helps out in the family res-

taurant along with her three sisters, Delphi, Maia, and Selene. 
Wealthy Mandy Black, who’s about to marry personal trainer 
Brady Rogers, is waiting for him at the restaurant, where 
they’ve booked their rehearsal dinner. After he doesn’t show 
up, his friends find him stabbed with a pair of scissors Selene 
uses at the hair salon where she works. Selene had reported 
Brady when he hit on her at the gym, but when Mandy accuses 

An inhuman cry pierces the night
in the forest behind an aging
Kentucky horse farm, and an
adventure begins for a young
photographer and his eccentric
family.  

When Lucas Toll discovers a
wounded myth sheltering in his
family’s barn, his journey is tipped
into a mystery torn from the movie
screen. Only this creature is
something beyond extraterrestrial,
and her ominous warning —“He is
coming”— is laced with dread
that happy endings have never
known.   

A frenzied thriller with a
measured dose of nostalgia,
Southern hospitality, and heart,
The Mythical is populated by what
Kirkus Reviews calls “...the best
kind of heroes — oddballs....”

An ardently Southern fantasy thriller, perfect for those looking for different kinds of heroes.
—Kirkus Reviews

Oravec’s entry into the low
fantasy genre uses the timeless,
distinctive atmosphere of the
rural South and Kentucky
horse country — a world of
TV reruns, aging farms, and
Derby culture — to seamlessly
integrate a Greek myth in a
way that feels wondrous but
not anachronistic.

—Kirkus Reviews

For agent representation 
or film rights contact:

William Henry at
will@bloodlinepublishers.com
Bloodline Publishers

To order The Mythical, visit:
www.bloodlinepublishers.com

ISBN:  978-1-7339185-0-3

A rehearsal dinner goes badly awry when the 
groom is not only absent, but dead.

a big fat greek murder
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her of having had an affair with Brady, she becomes the prime 
suspect. Although the bridal party was visiting the salon when 
the scissors vanished, the evidence piling up against Selene 
forces Athena to investigate. At the same time, Athena’s work-
ing out relationship problems with handsome, astute Case 
Donnelly, whom she saved from a murder rap in her debut, 
Statue of Limitations (2020). Although Case has recently moved 
to Michigan, Athena, who has trust issues, isn’t sure if that was 
for her or for some other reason. But she’s glad he’s willing to 
pitch in to help her save Selene. Now they just have to find 
someone who was fed up with Brady’s playboy habits.

Mean girls, stalkers, and a jealous brother are all fair 
game as suspects in this clever and amusing mystery.

ACCRA NOIR 
ed. by Danquah, Nana-Ama
Akashic (256 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-61775-889-8  

Thirteen tales of the trouble people 
find in the capital city of Ghana when 
they’re trying to make a buck.

“For them it was about the hustle,” 
Patrick Smith writes about the Lab-
one Choirboys, grifters trying to get 

a lawyer involved in a billion-dollar scam in “The Situation.” 
But even those on the margins have their hustles. A kaya girl 
who carries shoppers’ bundles in the marketplace in Nana 
Ekua Brew-Hammond’s “Chop Money” tries to make a bit 
on the side by subletting her rented room. The shop girl in 
Anna Bossman’s “Instant Justice” hopes to find her way out 
of poverty through her relationship with an older man. Kofi 
Blankson Ocansey tells the tale of a woman who parlays her 
relationships into an assortment of consumer goods in “Fanta-
sia in Fans and Flat Screens.” Loss of innocence is sometimes 
the price of economic mobility. Billie McTernan’s “The Labadi 
Sunshine Bar” follows a girl from the country into the sex 
trade. A young woman earns her keep as a drug mule in Adjoa 
Twum’s “Shape-Shifters.” Not all the disillusioned are young. 
Ayesha Harruna Attah’s 30-ish wife finds the rewards of her 
marriage to the septuagenarian of “Kweku’s House” not what 
she bargained for. A woman in her 40s discovers her longtime 
lover has fathered children with two other women in Anne 
Sackey’s “Intentional Consequences.” Some hustlers wreak 
havoc on others. Ernest Kwame Nkrumah Addo’s young hero-
ine learns that her husband’s source of income must cost her 
something precious in “The Driver.” And the vengeful hus-
band in editor Danquah’s “When a Man Loves a Woman” is a 
hustler who hustles himself. 

There’s plenty of noir to go around in this all-too-sad 
volume about people struggling to get by.

VULTURES IN THE SKY
Downing, Todd
Penzler Publishers (285 pp.)
$25.95  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-61316-179-1  

Murder strikes a Pullman coach 
bound for Mexico City from San Anto-
nio, and then strikes again and again in 
this reprint from 1935.

The third of six adventures featur-
ing U.S. Treasury agent Hugh Rennert 

finds the trip already underway after agent Edgar Graves has 
apparently fainted (he’s actually been given a lethal injection 
of nicotine) on the departure platform back in the San Anto-
nio train station. Hardly have the bland characters—cotton 
mill owner Jackson Saul King, albino William Searcey, novelty 
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salesman Preston Radcott, journalist Ed Spahr, French politi-
cal activist Paul Xavier Jeanes, unflappable Trescinda Talcott, 
San Antonio realtor Eduardo Torner, and Long Island socialite 
Coralie Van Syle—introduced themselves to Rennert and each 
other that one of them is treated to another dose of nicotine. 
Rennert is businesslike but so self-effacing that you have to 
wonder if he’ll finish questioning the suspects before the next 
victim dies. The murders are clearly connected to the kidnap-
ping of 3-year-old Antonio Montes, who was found dead in 
a burning car crash soon after being taken from his wealthy 
father, and they may well be connected to a mysterious speech 
King’s wife, who he says got off the train earlier even though 
the porter never saw her leave, overheard back in San Antonio. 
Downing (1902-1974) doles out Mexican local color in small 
but expertly teasing doses, gets excellent mileage out of a 
cheap stickpin and several other physical clues, and produces 
a surprisingly varied chain of incidents in the course of whit-
tling down the passenger list.

A limited but highly proficient exercise in deduction by 
a forgotten author: a welcome rediscovery.

COURTING CAN BE KILLER
Flower, Amanda
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-4967-2403-8  

The Amish Miss Marple strikes 
again.

Now that Millie Fisher of Harvest, 
Ohio, has solved a murder, her reputa-
tion as a sleuth is upstaging her skills 
as a matchmaker. Widowed Millie is a 
bit too independent to suit many in her 

conservative community, and her lifelong friendship with the 
flamboyant Englischer Lois Henry often gets her in trouble. 
As the book opens, she’s searching the local flea market for 
Ben Baughman, an ambitious young man she met while car-
ing for her invalid sister in Michigan and who just moved to 
Harvest to be among a larger Amish community. Ben has been 
working four jobs to save enough money to impress Tess Lieb’s 
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father, who’s refused him permission to court his daughter. 
Millie counsels patience. While the couple is waiting, the flea 
market—where Ben works as a night watchman—burns nearly 
to the ground, killing Ben, who apparently was sleeping on the 
job. When Ben’s blamed for the fire, Millie resolves to prove 
him innocent. With her sidekick, Lois, egging her on, she sets 
out to investigate Ben’s employers and co-workers as possible 
suspects. Tess tells Millie that her father opposed any court-
ship because he’s sending her out to Wyoming to help her aunt, 
who has triplets, a fate Tess is desperate to escape. Some of 
Millie’s snooping clearly touches a nerve, because someone 
throws a rock at her with a threatening message attached. 
With only her beloved Boer goats to protect her, she refuses 
to give up.

Flower’s second exciting adventure offers a multidi-
mensional portrait of Amish life.

A DEADLY EDITION
Gilbert, Victoria
Crooked Lane (368 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Dec. 8, 2020
978-1-64385-476-2  

A long-planned wedding is threat-
ened by murder.

Blue Ridge Library director Amy 
Webber is about to marry the love of 
her life, dancer Richard Muir, when 
she becomes involved in yet another 

mysterious death, this time at a party Kurt Kendrick is host-
ing to celebrate the upcoming nuptials. Although Kurt’s been 
a good friend to Amy, his activities have frequently skirted 
the law. Among the guests is art dealer Oscar Selvaggio, who’s 
vying with Kurt for a rare William Morris handmade volume 
of Chaucer’s poetry. When Oscar is fatally poisoned, Kurt 
is a suspect, but there are plenty of others who might have 
wanted Oscar dead. Amy’s brother, Scott, is on hand to pro-
vide computer expertise, but she suspects he also does field 
work for a government agency and that her wedding is only 
part of the reason he’s in town. Throw in a private detective 
who romances Amy’s bestie, an inquisitive stranger who gives 
a large donation to the library, and members of Amy’s own 
family with secrets to hide, and Amy soon finds herself strug-
gling to find answers. Her research skills are certainly up to 
the task, but will they keep her alive long enough to say “I do”?

Endearing characters are further fleshed out in the 
library director’s fifth mystery.

DEATH AT A COUNTRY 
MANSION
Innes, Louise R.
Kensington (288 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-4967-2980-4  

The murder of a flamboyant singer 
brings a hairdresser closer to her dream 
job.

Daisy Thorne owns a popular 
beauty salon in the small English vil-
lage of Edgemead, but her real love 

is crime, perhaps because she spent much of her childhood 
with her police detective grandfather and is currently taking 
courses in forensic psychology. Surprisingly, her best friend is 
wealthy socialite Floria Levante, whose much-married mother, 
Dame Serena, is a world-renowned opera singer and neglectful 
mother. When Dame Serena is found dead at their magnifi-
cent home shortly after Collin Harrison, her current husband, 
announces that he’s leaving her, there’s no dearth of suspects 
to choose from among former husbands and lovers. The detec-
tive in charge is attractive DI Paul McGuinness, whose chilly 
demeanor warms a bit when Daisy starts bringing him helpful 
tidbits of gossip she’s gleaned as a member of Floria’s social 
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set. The theft of a valuable Modigliani adds more motives for 
murder. The real shocker comes after the solicitor mentions 
that Dame Serena planned to change her will. Floria has three 
illegitimate half sisters, all given away before she was born. 
She’s delighted to hear she has sisters even though their status 
as potential heirs of Serena’s fortune gives them all a reason to 
want her dead. Plenty of poking and prying plus inside infor-
mation steer Daisy to a surprising conclusion.

A promising debut with scads of interesting characters, 
a spirited heroine, and a hint of romance.

BELGRADE NOIR
ed. by Ivanović, Milorad
Akashic (272 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-61775-749-5  

Fourteen tales of woe from what 
Serbian novelist Momo Kapor once 
called “a low-budget New York.”

Like all Balkan capitals, Belgrade 
cowers in the shadow of war. In Muha-
rem Bazdulj’s “Black Widow, White 

Russian,” a Serbian woman who grew up in Sweden enlists 
the help of a recent divorcé to find the soldier responsible 
for her father’s death. A Croatian who’s secretly a Serb 
comes to no good in Miljenko Jergović’s “The Case of Clerk 
Hinko, a Noose, and Luminal.” The gay heroine of Vladimir 
Arsenijević’s “Regarding the Father” helps her lover avenge 
the rape of her mother by war criminals. Vule Žurić shows 
Partisan and Soviet soldiers sharing the task of excavating the 
grave of a spy killed by the Nazis in “The Man Who Wasn’t 
Mars.” Aleksandar Gatalica allows another victim of Nazi 
brutality to take his revenge via time travel in “The Phantom 
of the National Theater.” Other stories look forward rather 
than back in time. The spyware that the IT specialist in Misha 
Glenny’s “The RAT” installs on a customer’s iPhone thwarts 
a murder. Goran Skrobonja explores the consequences of a 
technology that allows people to create a living doppelgänger 
to take their place when they want to be somewhere else in 

“Alter Ego Inc.” And some stories are timeless in showing the 
strange turns that can be taken by the most pedestrian among 
us, like the chess-playing retirees who discover a sadomasoch-
istic sex business operating out of the cardiologist’s office on 
the fourth floor of their apartment building in Oto Oltvanji’s 

“Underneath It All Runs the River of Sadness.”
Ivanović’s contributions are from Serbian, Bosnian, 

Croatian, and Finnish writers—all admirably noirish.

DEATH COMES HOT
Jecks, Michael
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-78029-131-4  

A maladroit assassin leaves a trail of 
destruction in his wake.

Jack Blackjack has had the use of 
a nice little house and a servant ever 
since the former cutpurse accidentally 
secured a job as an assassin for John 

Blount, who’s working to replace Catholic Queen Mary with 
her half sister, Princess Elizabeth. Jack is useless as a killer, but 
his targets have obligingly died in accidents or at others’ hands. 
When public executioner Hal Westmecott accuses Jack of sell-
ing him bad black powder, which he uses to give people being 
burned at the stake a quicker end, he agrees to forgive Jack if 
he can find the wife and son who left him. The job thrusts Jack 
into a cauldron of plots and fake identities guaranteed to get 

A maladroit assassin leaves a trail of
destruction in his wake.

death comes hot
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the cowardly assassin into endless trouble. Escaping murder 
by the brother of a priest who was burned at the stake and 
by friends of the mysterious woman and son, Jack eventually 
learns that Hal’s an imposter who has no wife and no son: The 
child he’s looking for is part of a plot to get rid of Elizabeth. So 
when he finally finds the boy, he hides him away in the country 
while trying to solve his own problems. Unfortunately, Blount 
also wants the boy killed. Jack must hope that it’s better to be 
lucky than talented when it comes to discharging, or escaping, 
his repugnant duties.

Plenty of historical detail, loads of twists and turns, and 
a hilarious tale of criminal ineptitude.

GROUNDS FOR MURDER
Lush, Tara
Crooked Lane (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Dec. 8, 2020
978-1-64385-618-6  

A journalist divorced by her phi-
landering husband and laid off from 
a Miami newspaper settles in Devil’s 
Beach to manage her father’s coffee 
shop and finds murder, romance, and 
some outstanding lattes.

There’s no reason why Lana Lewis shouldn’t offer Erica 
Penmark a job as barista at Perkatory. But Fabrizio Bellucci, 
the barista who’s talked Lana into entering the first annual 
Sunshine State Barista Championships with him and is help-
ing her perfect her decorative lattes, takes umbrage at the 
competition and quits without telling Lana. The next time she 
sees him, he’s serving coffee at the Island Brewnette, a rival 
establishment owned by his girlfriend Paige’s father, Mickey 
Dotson, where Lana tells him off but good. The time after 
that, he’s a dead body in the alley behind the apartment he 
rented from Lana’s father. Clearly he took a header from the 
roof onto which he’d enticed so many ladies charmed by his 
abs and his Italian accent. But did he fall, or was he pushed? 
Police chief Noah Garcia, who Lana wishes would take her to 
some nice roof even though he doesn’t drink coffee, won’t say 
whether he thinks Fab was murdered, let alone whether Lana 
gave him a shove. So Lana, ignoring his polite request to butt 
out, volunteers to do a feature story for her old editor on Fab 
that will justify her poking around, chatting up suspects like 
reputed mob foot soldier Lex Bradstreet, and turning up clues 
like pictures of an unknown woman in bondage in Fab’s place. 
At length she confronts the killer and narrowly escapes death 
just in time for the Barista Championships. You’ll never guess 
who wins.

A debut that ticks off so many boxes of the shopkeeper 
cozy that the lack of recipes is truly remarkable.

COLD WIND
Shelton, Paige
Minotaur (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-25-029531-6  

A remote Alaskan area is the back-
drop to disappearances and deaths.

Beth Rivers fled to Benedict after 
having been kidnapped and badly 
injured escaping her captor. Well-
known as novelist Elizabeth Fairchild, 

she’s taken care to change her appearance in her new home 
and keep her secret from everyone but police chief Grilson 
Samuels. Beth runs a local newspaper and writes in secret 
while cautiously making new friends. When two filthy, nonver-
bal young girls turn up at her office, she calls Gril, who arrives 
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with news of an unidentified frozen body. Having helped Gril 
before using talents she developed working with her grand-
father, another police chief, Beth offers her help again. Since 
many residents live in far-flung cabins in the deep woods, 
secrets are easy to keep in Benedict, and almost everyone is 
hiding something. Back in the Lower 48, Beth’s police liaison, 
Detective Majors, has come up with shocking news about her 
kidnapper, restarting Beth’s traumatic flashbacks as she fights 
to maintain her mental equilibrium. Finding out who the little 
girls are turns out to be the easy part of Beth’s new investiga-
tion, which uncovers clues from the past that provide the key 
to countering ever more dangerous threats.

A gritty heroine fights for truth and justice in a world 
filled with darkness and flashes of hope and beauty.

THE DEAD SEASON
Wegert, Tessa
Berkley (352 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Dec. 8, 2020
978-0-593097-91-5  

Still recovering from her traumatic 
debut in Death in the Family (2020), an 
upstate New York cop has been sus-
pended from duty but not from the 
need to probe crimes old and new.

Still having nightmares from the 
time she was kidnapped and caged by psychotic killer Blake 
Bram 14 months ago, Shana Merchant, senior investigator 
with the Bureau of Criminal Investigation, can’t say no when 
someone discovers the 20-year-old bones of her uncle Brett 
Skilton, whose split from his wife, Fee, was evidently more 
decisive than either of them foresaw. No sooner has Shana 
driven home to Swanton, Vermont, to comfort the parents 
who begged for her help and ask decidedly uncomfortable 
questions of her Aunt Fee and her cousin Crissy, Brett and 
Fee’s rebellious daughter, than she’s asked to join BCI inves-
tigator Tim Wellington in working another case on a more 
official basis: the abduction of 9-year-old Trey Hayes from the 
grounds of Boldt Castle. Unlike her inquiries into her unsa-
vory uncle’s death, which are met by fierce push back from 
both Fee and Crissy, the second investigation seems altogether 
more straightforward until Shana realizes that the kidnapper 
is none other than Blake Bram and that he’s taken the boy in 
order to force Shana to unmask Brett Skilton’s killer for rea-
sons she’s the only person on earth in a position to appreci-
ate. No wonder Shana feels that “Swanton was sucking the life 
out of me—too much family, too many bad memories”—with 
more no doubt in the offing.

Professional-grade detection with a no-nonsense hero-
ine who can be stressed out but never counted out.

THE MIDNIGHT 
BARGAIN 
Polk, C.L.
Erewhon (384 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Oct. 13, 2020
978-1-64566-007-1  

An intelligent and gifted young 
woman seeks to forge her own path 
despite considerable social and finan-
cial pressures in this feminist fantasy–
meets–Regency romance.

Beatrice Clayborn’s father has gone deeply into debt to 
allow her to present herself properly at Bendleton’s bargaining 
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season, when eligible unmarried gentlemen select their brides. 
But Beatrice doesn’t want to get married; she wants to make a 
bargain with a greater spirit and become a mage, supporting 
her family’s fortunes through her considerable magic powers. 
Unfortunately, only men are allowed to practice the higher 
magics; to prevent spirits from invading pregnant women’s 
wombs and possessing their babies, women are denied magi-
cal lore and are locked into collars that suppress their magi-
cal potential from their weddings until menopause. When 
Beatrice locates a grimoire that might offer the knowledge 
she seeks, it brings her into the orbit of the most eligible pair 
of siblings on the market, the wealthy and well-connected 
Ysbeta and Ianthe Lavan. Ysbeta wants Beatrice to teach 
her how to conjure and bargain with spirits, that she might 
also remain unmarried and pursue magic. Ianthe’s interest in 
Beatrice is more romantic in nature, and Beatrice fears those 
feelings might be mutual. Beatrice is faced with an impossible 
choice: Marry Ianthe and give up the magic she loves or pur-
sue the dangerous and forbidden path to magery; meanwhile, 
various parties seek to prevent Beatrice from taking either 

option. As in Polk’s ongoing series The Kingston Cycle, magic 
represents a source of political and physical power that only a 
select group is permitted to wield. It’s a talent that can spring 
up in anyone but requires opportunities and training to flour-
ish—and whether those are available depends heavily on gen-
der, class, and finances. Obviously, such a concept has many 
parallels in our own world. The author’s penetrating social 
critique and deeply felt depiction of one woman’s struggle for 
self-determination are balanced by her charming take on clas-
sic Regency romance. The tropes of the story are such that we 
have a reasonable expectation that Beatrice will somehow find 
a way to realize her dreams, however paradoxical they seem 
in her milieu, but the author does a nice job of ratcheting up 
the tension and places enough obstacles in her protagonist’s 
way that the reader might almost believe that failure is pos-
sible. The resolution therefore feels well earned and is pleas-
ingly served with a righteous blow at the smugly complacent 
preservers of the status quo.

An expertly concocted mélange of sweet romance and 
sharp social commentary.

r o m a n c e

LAYLA
Hoover, Colleen
Montlake Romance (301 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Dec. 8, 2020
978-1-5420-0017-8  

An aimless young musician meets 
the girl of his dreams only to have 
his newfound happiness threatened 
by several inexplicable—and possibly 
supernatural—events.

The story opens as Leeds Gabriel 
meets with a detective while his girlfriend, Layla, is 
restrained in a room one flight above them. Through the 
interview, readers learn that Leeds was wasting both his 
time and his musical talent playing backup for a small-town 
wedding troupe called Garrett’s Band when he spied Layla 
dancing her heart out to their mediocre music at a wedding. 
When Leeds approaches Layla, their connection is both 
instant and intense. A blissful courtship follows, but then 
Leeds makes the mistake of posting a picture of himself with 
Layla on social media. A former girlfriend–turned-stalker 
wastes no time in finding and attacking Layla. Layla spends 
months recovering in a hospital, and it seems the girl Leeds 
fell for might be forever changed. Gone is her special spark, 
her quirkiness, and the connection that had entranced Leeds 
months before. In a last-ditch effort to save their relation-
ship, he brings Layla back to the bed-and-breakfast where 
they first met. When they get there, though, Leeds meets 
Willow, another guest, and finds himself drawn to her in spite 
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of himself. As events unfold, it becomes clear that Willow 
will either be the key to saving Leeds’ relationship with Layla 
or the catalyst that finally extinguishes the last shreds of 
their epic romance. Told entirely from Leeds’ point of view, 
the author’s first foray into paranormal romance does not 
disappoint. Peppered with elements of mystery, psychologi-
cal thriller, and contemporary romance, the novel explores 
questions about how quickly true love can develop, as well as 
the conflicts that can imperil even the strongest connections. 
Despite a limited cast of characters and very few setting 
changes, the narrative manages to remain both fast-paced 
and engaging. The conclusion leaves a few too many loose 
ends, but the chemistry between the characters and unex-
pected twists throughout make for a satisfying read.

A unique story of transcendent love.

LOVE YOUR LIFE
Kinsella, Sophie
Dial Press (432 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 27, 2020
978-0-593-13285-2  

An aspiring writer meets her dream 
man at a retreat in Italy…but when 
they’re back in London, real life gets in 
the way.

Ava is a copywriter for a pharma-
ceutical company in London, but she 

dreams of writing a book. So when she gets the chance to 
go to a writing retreat at a remote monastery in Italy, she 
jumps on it. At the retreat, real names and personal conver-
sations aren’t allowed—instead, everyone wears linen kurta 
pajamas and goes by made-up names. Ava decides to go by 
Aria, and she quickly meets Dutch, who joins their group 
after his martial arts retreat is cancelled. Ava falls for him 
almost instantly, and the two spend their days cliff-jumping, 
eating ice cream, and writing thinly veiled sex scenes to 
share with the class. One thing they definitely don’t do? Talk 
about their real names, jobs, or living situations. Ava might 
not know Dutch’s name, but she knows they’ll stay together 
even when they head back to London. But it turns out that 
getting to know Dutch—or Matt—in real life is a bit trick-
ier. Ava hates his industrial flat filled with creepy artwork, 
and Matt can’t stand her run-down place filled with “rescue 
books” and upcycled furniture that tends to break. Ava’s dog 
keeps destroying Matt’s shirts, and Matt isn’t a vegetarian. 
Perhaps most importantly, Matt is tied to a family job that 
makes him miserable, and his parents don’t care much for 
Ava. Can their relationship survive the real world, or are they 
doomed by their differences? Ava is a charming main char-
acter whose relentless positivity is often misplaced but usu-
ally quite funny. Her efforts to fit into Matt’s life, no matter 
where it leads her (sometimes into such awkward situations 
as a naked sauna with his extended family), are hilarious, but 
it’s more rewarding to watch her as she learns to take charge 
of her own life. As usual, Kinsella has created a lovely cast of 

quirky supporting characters—Ava and Matt’s friends might 
even be more fun to read about than the romance. 

A sweet, mishap-filled look at what it takes to create 
lasting love between two people with separate lives.

An aspiring writer meets her dream
man at a retreat in Italy.

love your life
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nonfiction
QUEER INTENTIONS
A (Personal) Journey 
Through LGBTQ+ Culture
Abraham, Amelia
Picador (296 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2020
978-1-5098-6617-5  

A queer journalist chronicles her jour-
ney “to talk to more queer people about 
what was happening to our culture.”

“To some people,” writes London-
based journalist Abraham, “our assimilation into straight 
culture was just another form of oppression or cultural domi-
nance; to others it was the long-awaited prize for years of 
political fighting.” The diversity of individuals profiled here 
points to the wide range of life experiences within the queer 
community. Among the many people she encountered were 
the first same-sex couples to be married in the U.K.; attend-
ees at DragCon in Los Angeles, a three-day festival created by 
RuPaul; habitués at London’s dwindling number of gay bars; 
LGBTQ+ Pride-goers in London, Berlin, Amsterdam, and 
Belgrade; and trans fashion models in New York City. Abra-
ham befriended LGBTQ+ activists in progressive Sweden and 
more conservative Turkey, “where the cultural atmosphere 
mostly attempted to suppress homosexuality into, well, vir-
tual non-existence.” She discovered queer culture that has 
been co-opted and appropriated, and she describes RuPaul’s 
Drag Race as a “glitzy televised version” of 1980s Harlem ball-
room culture. The author’s roots in feature journalism ensure 
that there are plenty of amusing sound bites from her inter-
views—e.g., when a DragCon attendee wryly noted that there 
was “no gender-neutral toilet.” Whether talking with a Dutch 
sex worker or an intersex fashion model, Abraham is engaged 
and nonjudgmental, and her writing style is fluid and readable. 
Throughout the narrative, she grounds her project in her per-
sonal romantic history. As she searches for what unites queer 
people around the world in a “post-gay” climate of acceptance, 
the author shows that LGBTQ+ individuals, despite the dif-
fering circumstances that characterize any community, do 
have some common needs: to be rid of shame and stigma; to 
have their civil rights enshrined in laws; and to be granted the 
freedom to express themselves without fear of violence.

An entertaining survey of the LGBTQ+ landscape and 
the continued fight for self-determination.
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DARK, SALT, CLEAR 
The Life of a Fishing 
Town
Ash, Lamorna
Bloomsbury (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-63557-615-3  

A Londoner goes to sea.
Making an engaging book debut, Ash 

offers a gently told memoir recount-
ing several extended visits to Newlyn, a 

Cornwall fishing village to which she feels “unwittingly bound”: 
Her mother was born there and named Lamorna for a small 
local cove. Ash captures the color and rhythms of a close-knit 
community where life, livelihood, and death center on the sea, 
and “if there is a case one person believes in, it rapidly becomes 
a village-wide concern.” Generously welcomed by fishermen 
and supplied with seasickness pills, she embarked on day-boats 
and trawlers, sometimes for days at a time. She learned to gut, 
fillet, and box fish, tasks—such as stabbing a huge stingray in 
its heart—that sometimes left her repulsed. “My physical con-
nection to those fish,” she admits, “the literal opening of their 
bodies and directing my attention to the secrets inside of them, 
engenders a permanent change to the way I view fish when back 
on land.” For the 20-something Londoner, life at sea seemed to 
be “a kind of monastic existence: imprisoned and yet free, roam-
ing, but in the most confined space possible.” In evocative detail, 
she depicts the unique personality of each boat—“the particular 
wheezing, spluttery cough of each engine”—and each fisherman, 
some of whom became her confidants; others, drinking buddies. 
Younger fishermen, especially, expressed their urgent concern 
with sustainability and worry about humankind’s “potentially 
devastating impact on the oceans.” Ash deftly weaves her own 
reflections with those of many other writers, including W.G. 
Sebald, Elizabeth Bishop, Walter Benjamin, Virginia Woolf, 
Simone Weil, and Barry Lopez, as she considers the indelible 
connection of identity to geography. “Though your body is in 
the harbour once more,” she notes, after getting back on land, 

“for a long time your mind is still at sea.”
A graceful, lovely homage to people and place.

A LIFE ON OUR PLANET 
My Witness Statement 
and a Vision for the 
Future
Attenborough, David with Hughes, Jonnie
Grand Central Publishing (272 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Oct. 6, 2020
978-1-5387-1998-5  

The eminent traveler and naturalist 
delivers a combination of memoir and man-
ifesto, the first leisurely, the second earnest.

Now 94, Attenborough, longtime nature documentarian 
and a fluent, always interesting writer, recounts growing up in 

the countryside of Leicester, “in the middle of England,” the 
kind of place where a kid could hop on a bicycle and spend a day 
poking around. While his older brother, later a distinguished 
filmmaker and actor, got involved in local drama societies, the 
author found himself fascinated by “turning over a stone and 
looking at the animals,” and he determined that “the most 
important knowledge was that which brought an understanding 
of how the natural world worked.” Little did he know that the 
natural world even then was on the edge of precipitous decline, 
with catastrophic loss of species, habitats, and biodiversity—
and, he notes, “for life to truly thrive on this planet, there must 
be immense biodiversity.” The converse is true: Diminish biodi-
versity, and life does not decline but instead begins to go pear-
shaped. “We have a choice to make,” he insists: We can pretend 
that nothing is happening, live out our lives as best we can, and 
leave it for the next generations to worry about, “or we could 
change.” The recipe for change constitutes a plan of attack for 
returning to the Holocene from the Anthropocene, from bio-
logical impoverishment to wealth. A critical ingredient is that 
biodiversity, a critical habitat the forests of which humankind 

“is such a determined and effective destroyer.” Another critical 
ingredient is “to change the way in which we power our activi-
ties,” building a world in which carbon-free energy technologies 
replace fossil fuels. We are far along in terms of engineering and 
economics but far behind overall because of “the abstract force 
we might call vested interests.” Recognizing that we are at a tip-
ping point, Attenborough is refreshingly optimistic, noting that 
one thing humans do well is solve problems.

Anyone concerned with the planet’s ecological future will 
want to spend time with this excellent book.

SLANTED
How the News Media Taught 
Us To Love Censorship and 
Hate Journalism
Attkisson, Sharyl
Harper/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Nov. 24, 2020
978-0-06-297469-3  

A veteran journalist decries a lack of 
responsible reporting.

Investigative journalist Attkisson, win-
ner of five Emmy Awards, mounts a hard-hitting, if hardly novel, 
critique of the media, which she sees as manipulated and manipu-
lative. Right now, “versions of history and current events are being 
written and revised in real time according to what powerful inter-
ests wish them to say.” Facts that support “The Narrative” are 
deemed newsworthy while other facts are buried. Instead of 
doing research and presenting opposing views, writes the author, 

“a new breed of reporter” aims “to convince you to believe what-
ever they personally believe.” Attkisson reports her own frus-
trating experiences at CBS, where her stories were repeatedly 
quashed and her reporting attacked; although executives wanted 
her to stay, she left before her contract expired in 2014. Areas 
where the author identifies egregious bias include the #MeToo 

Anyone concerned with the planet’s ecological future will
want to spend time with this excellent book.

a life on our planet



There’s no way around it: 2020 was 
a disaster. While many of us are 
looking forward to the end of the 
year—count me in that group—
I’m pleased that we have at least 
one more anticipated celebration: 
the awarding of the Kirkus Prize 
in November. Every year, I put my 
trust in our judges to choose a ro-
bust list of finalists in the nonfic-

tion category, and they never disappoint. Look back 
over the lists of finalists since we inaugurated the 
prize in 2014, and you will find a veritable canon of 
modern classics. In 2020, our judges—Kirkus crit-
ic Erika Rohrbach, Books Are Magic general man-
ager Nick Buzanski, and writer and creative writing 
professor Kiese Laymon (himself a finalist in 2018)—
continue that tradition.

Aside from the pandemic, no other issue has 
shaken our nation more than the continued plague 
of systemic racism and all of its attendant maladies. 
Three of the 2020 finalists are perfect for these 
times.

In The Address Book: What Street Addresses Reveal 
About Identity, Race, Wealth, and Power (St. Martin’s, 

April 14), Deirdre Mask provides 
“an impressive book-length answer 
to a question few of us consider: 
‘Why do street addresses matter?’ 
” Her first book lays out all the rea-
sons that postal addresses are not 
just about receiving packages, but 
also involve racist and classist un-
dertones that most people nev-
er consider. Roaming across the 

globe, “the author clearly demonstrates that pack-
age deliveries constitute a minuscule part of the sig-
nificance of addresses—not only today, but through-
out human history.”

Mychal Denzel Smith’s Stakes Is High: Life Af-
ter the American Dream (Bold Type Books, Sept. 15) 
is one of the most potent books on race to appear 
in years, certain to take its place with Between the 
World and Me and other touchstone works of the 

past decade. In a sleek 200 pages, 
marked by astute scholarship and 
laser-sharp linguistic precision, 
Smith guides us through the his-
tory and current state of system-
ic racism, making it impossible 
to deny, as some ignorant observ-
ers would prefer. “The author is 
sharply self-aware,” wrote our re-
viewer, “and he would seem to ex-
pect his reader to approach his fine-honed argument 
with the same seriousness. Doing so is well worth 
the effort….An urgent and provocative work that 
deserves the broadest possible audience.”

Few authors are better equipped to tackle issues 
of race and class than Isabel Wilkerson, the Pulitzer 
Prize–winning journalist whose previous book, The 
Warmth of Other Suns, won the National Book Critics 

Circle Award for Nonfiction. In 
her latest, Caste: The Origins of Our 
Discontents (Random House, Aug. 
11), she digs into “the formation 
and fortunes of social hierarchy” 
in the U.S., showing how many 
of our social and political ills are 
not just about race; they are about 
caste. Though the term is often 
associated with India, Wilkerson 
clearly demonstrates how it has 

infected nearly every era of American history. As 
she writes, “caste is the infrastructure of our divi-
sions. It is the architecture of human hierarchy, the 
subconscious code of instructions for maintaining, 
in our case, a four-hundred-year-old social order.”

The other three finalists focus 
on the natural world, providing 
refreshing reading experiences on 
a variety of topics. As a longtime 
resident of South Carolina, where 
we get our fair share of hurricanes, 
I was captivated by Eric Jay Do-
lin’s A Furious Sky: The Five-Hun-
dred-Year History of America’s Hur-
ricanes (Liveright/Norton, June 9), 

the kirkus prize for nonfiction: 
the finalists

Leah O
verstreet
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movement, the Russia investigation, and biased pollsters; regard-
ing the last, if results “are off trend,” the media discount them. 
Trump, however, has become “the vehicle that the media at large 
has used to unleash its furor and redefine journalism in a way it 
was never defined before,” and Attkisson finds much evidence 
for ways in which news outlets misquote or misconstrue Trump’s 
statements. Rarely, though, does she take Trump to task for his 
many proven lies. The author appends a long list of “major mis-
takes” about Trump propagated by news sources. These include 

“photos of immigrant children in cages as if they were new photos 
taken during the Trump administration” when they were “from 
2014 during the Obama administration.” The media condemned 
Trump for saying, “It’s not our problem,” when referring to Tur-
key’s assault on Syria, when he said, “It’s not our border.” Attkis-
son reveals that in 1999, “Gallup found trust in mass media at 55 
percent. It had plummeted to 40 percent in 2014.” To counter an 
even greater dip, the author includes a list of outlets and report-
ers that she considers trustworthy.

A damning and depressing indictment sure to incite 
controversy.

SOUTH TO FREEDOM
Runaway Slaves to Mexico 
and the Road to the Civil War
Baumgartner, Alice L.
Basic (368 pp.) 
$32.00  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-5416-1778-0  

Capable study of the escaped slaves 
who fled from the U.S. to the Republic of 
Mexico before the Civil War.

Mexican law both “abolished slavery 
and freed all slaves who set foot on its soil,” making it an attrac-
tive if not widely used place of refuge. This proved a threat to 
bordering and nearby slave states, especially Texas and Loui-
siana. The former, as history professor Baumgartner writes at 
length, broke away from Mexico so that newcomers from 
the South could keep their slaves. While runaways to Mexico 
enjoyed freedom in the legal sense, notes the author, they had 
limited choices: They could enlist in the military to defend “a 
series of outposts that the Mexican government established to 
defend its northeastern frontier against foreign invaders and 
‘barbarous’ Indians,” or they could become day laborers and 
indentured servants, which “sometimes amounted to slavery 
in all but name.” By Baumgartner’s estimate, only some 3,000 
to 5,000 enslaved people crossed the Mexican border, joining 
a small remnant population of Blacks, whose ancestors had 
been brought to Mexico as slaves in the 16th and 17th centuries, 
before the practice was formally outlawed. While some Mexi-
cans, adhering to political ideals of liberty and property, resisted 
emancipation, it was finally made law in 1837, just after Texas’ 
independence. So threatening was this liberty that, Baumgart-
ner writes, it provided the rationale for the U.S. annexation of 
Texas in 1845, which led to war with Mexico. Similarly, she attri-
butes the earlier conquest of Spanish Florida to the fear that 
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a “sweeping, absorbing history of nature’s power” 
that covers every element involved in “how hurri-
canes have indelibly shaped America’s land and so-
ciety.” Think of it as this year’s The Gulf, the 2018 
Kirkus Prize (and Pulitzer Prize) winner: environ-
mentally attuned, deeply researched, authoritative, 
comprehensive, and entertaining.

Rebecca Giggs’ Fathoms: The World in the Whale 
(Simon & Schuster, July 28) is one of the most beau-
tifully written, evocative books 
about animals that I have ever 
read, encompassing not just biol-
ogy and behavior, but also myth, 
history, philosophy, and the many 
perils of the Anthropocene era. 
Our critic wrote, “Giggs presents 
the bounty of [her] scholarship in 
crisp, creatively written chapters 
addressing the many layers of the 
whale population’s unique physi-
ology and evolutionary history, sociality, above-wa-
ter balletic athleticism, and enigmatic ‘biophony’ of 
their vocalizations. Most importantly, she analyzes 
how their behavior can be predictive for the Earth’s 
future.” In August, I had the pleasure of interview-
ing Giggs, and her enthusiasm for her subject was 
obvious, an infectious joy that infuses every page of 
this gorgeous book.

“Gorgeous” would be an appropriate term for 
Aimee Nezhukumatathil’s World of Wonders: In 
Praise of Fireflies, Whale Sharks, and Other Astonish-

ments (Milkweed, Sept. 8), an ab-
solutely ebullient celebration of 
little-known corners of the natu-
ral world. Whether she’s discuss-
ing the vampire squid, narwhal, 
corpse flower, ribbon eel, danc-
ing frog, or comb jelly, the au-
thor’s poetic sensibility hovers 
over every exquisite chapter. As 
our reviewer noted, “the writing 
dazzles with the marvel of being 

fully alive.” In this tumultuous year, that’s a gift we 
can all treasure.

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction and managing editor.
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slaves would flee there as well. Baumgartner focuses on these 
big-picture developments while also telling the stories of some 
of those who found freedom in Mexico—e.g., a runaway who 
returned to Texas not because, as a newspaper put it, he “has a 
poor opinion of the country and laws,” but instead to guide his 
enslaved brothers across the border.

A lucid exploration of a little-known aspect of the history 
of slavery in the U.S.

STRONGMEN
Mussolini to the Present
Ben-Ghiat, Ruth
Norton (384 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-324-00154-6  

What does Donald Trump have 
in common with dictators like Hitler 
and Mussolini? A professor of history 
and Italian studies at NYU tallies the 
similarities.

This incisive study casts a wider geographic net than two 
recent books that have placed Trump on a continuum of author-
itarian leaders: Géraldine Schwarz’s Those Who Forget, which set 
him in the context of rising far-right movements in Europe, and 
Eric Posner’s The Demagogue’s Playbook, which compared him 
to American tyrants. Ben-Ghiat shows how “strongmen” have 
undermined or destroyed democracy in three successive eras: 
the fascist takeovers (1919-1945) that gave rise to Hitler, Mus-
solini, and Franco; the military coups (1950-1990) that installed 
Gaddafi, Pinochet, and Sese Seko; and the elections (1990-pres-
ent) that elevated Berlusconi, Erdogan, Putin, and Trump. 
Agreeing with the anthropologist Ernest Becker that it’s fear 
that makes people follow demagogues, Ben-Ghiat shows how 
modern strongmen have swayed the masses by exploiting three 
factors often cited by other scholars: violence, propaganda, and 
corruption. She also argues, more originally but less persua-
sively, that they flaunt a fourth trait, “virility,” manifested in acts 
such as Trump’s boasting of his sexual exploits to Access Holly-
wood and Putin’s posing shirtless for photos. This argument is 
her weakest partly because many nondespotic leaders have dis-
played a similar male bravado; shirtless photos of JFK and Rea-
gan abound, and no U.S. president may have been more macho 
than big-game hunter Teddy Roosevelt. The author is on firmer 
ground when she shows how male leaders use “divide-and-rule” 
and other tactics to consolidate power, as Trump did in mak-
ing states compete for medical equipment during the pandemic. 
Ben-Ghiat allows that women like Margaret Thatcher and 
Indira Gandhi “may have had certain strongman traits,” but she 
excludes them from scrutiny because “none of them sought to 
destroy democracy.” Given that this book is at heart a horror 
story, no female leader will regret her own exclusion.

An intelligent if less than blazingly original study of mod-
ern authoritarian leaders.



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

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



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

THE BHUTTO DYNASTY
The Struggle for Power in 
Pakistan
Bennett-Jones, Owen
Yale Univ. (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 27, 2020
978-0-300-24667-4  

The history of the multigenerational 
Pakistani political family that continues 
to influence events in the nation today.

It has long been assumed that the 
assassination of Pakistan’s prime minister, Benazir Bhutto, in 
2007 was undertaken at the hands of the army. However, former 
BBC correspondent Bennett-Jones lays the blame instead at the 
door of the Taliban, which objected to her liberalizing policies 
and support for women and religious minorities. Even before 
the Taliban, Osama bin Laden himself threatened her. (Shortly 
before her death, she sent a note to CNN’s Wolf Blitzer, writing 
of a military and political rival, “I would hold Musharraf respon-
sible.”) The author’s account of Bhutto’s assassination by sui-
cide bomb, though gruesome, is comprehensive. So is his study 
of the Bhutto lineage, which well merits the title of dynasty, 
beginning with the pre-Partition Sir Shahnawaz Bhutto, who, 

“like many Indian aristocrats, readily accepted the authority of 
his colonial masters, working closely with them and even aping 
their habits.” His son Zulfikar Bhutto became prime minister 
while Benazir was studying abroad; he “articulated Pakistan’s 
aspiration to be a successful country independent of the West, 
leading the Islamic world and matching Indian power, both 
conventional and nuclear.” When she came to power, serving as 
prime minister twice, Benazir placed the army and democracy 
in stark contrast, though she was a practitioner of realpolitik 
enough to know that she would have to yield to the military’s 
demands for power and essentially unlimited funding. The 
issues that each of these rulers contended with, Bennett-Jones 
argues, are central to the development of a Pakistan that, while 
ostensibly democratic, is never far away from military rule. The 
author enumerates some of the controversies that the Bhutto 
family engendered, not just as political reformers, but also as 
adherents to the Sufi branch of Islam. Bennett-Jones closes by 
identifying Bhutto scions who might continue the lineage into 
Pakistani politics, one of them a “poet, visual artist and some-
times cross-dressing performer in San Francisco.”

Students of geopolitics and South Asia will find this a 
valuable book.

INVENT & WANDER
The Collected Writings of 
Jeff Bezos
Bezos, Jeff
Harvard Business Review Press (256 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-1-64782-071-8  

Business writings from the richest 
man in the world.

In an admiring introduction, Wal-
ter Isaacson praises Bezos for his “insa-

tiable, childlike, and joyful curiosity about almost everything.” 
A “voracious reader” who devoured science fiction—taking 
lessons, it seems, from Robert Heinlein in particular—Bezos 
has since become one of the leading private investors in space 
exploration. To get there, however, he had to forge a business 
empire that grew from 10 employees to 750,000 over the last 
quarter-century. In this collection of shareholder letters and 
occasional writings, Bezos immediately emerges as the kind of 
businessperson who clearly believes the maxim that if it can’t 
be measured, it can’t be managed. He’s a demon for quanti-
fication, noting, for instance, that over a seven-year period, 
Amazon’s “Frustration-Free Packaging Program” grew from 19 
products to more than 400,000 and by 2015 had “eliminated 
tens of millions of pounds of excess packaging.” Corporate 
cheerleading is minimal compared to that sort of quantifica-
tion, although a mantra is that investors should prefer “mis-
sionaries” over “mercenaries,” the latter of whom “are trying 
to flip their stock” while the former are “trying to build a great 
service.” Those with an interest in business history will find 
that charting the evolution of Amazon from annual letter to 
annual letter is a fascinating exercise in constant self-inven-
tion: The company began as a bookstore but always with an 
eye, as Bezos wrote in 1999, of becoming “a place where cus-
tomers can come to find and discover anything and everything 
they might want to buy online.” Of ancillary interest are Bezos’ 
account of how he came to buy the Washington Post and his 
commitment, clearly inspired by that love of science fiction, 
to use some of his fortune to set the stage for building space 
colonies “that would be really pleasant places to live.”

Business students will find plenty of case studies to put 
to use.

Students of geopolitics and South Asia 
will find this a valuable book.

the bhutto dynasty
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In August, many food industry observers were surprised 
by the announcement that the 2020 and 2021 James Beard 
Awards had been effectively cancelled due to the pandemic. 
John Birdsall—a food writer, cookbook author, and former 
professional chef—fills the void with The Man Who Ate Too 
Much: The Life of James Beard (Norton, Oct. 6), a biography 
of the legendary “Dean of American Cookery.” In a starred 
review, our critic notes Birdsall’s impressive range: “The 
author’s well-written and knowledgeable text doesn’t scant 
Beard’s cooking and eating—indeed, luscious descriptions 
of memorable meals make this an appetite-arousing read—
but its major secondary theme is the nature of gay life in 
midcentury America, where discretion was essential and 
discovery meant professional ruin and very likely jail.” I 
spoke with the author via Zoom; the conversation has 
been edited for length and clarity.

Tell me about the genesis of the book.
In 2013, I wrote an essay called “America, Your Food Is So 
Gay,” which was kind of about my own experiences grow-
ing up with “gay uncles” in a California suburb. I also talk-
ed about the unacknowledged history of late-20th-century 
American food being influenced by a trio of gay men who 
were in the closet [except] to a group of close friends and 
people in the industry: Beard, Craig Claiborne, and Richard 
Olney. I was fascinated by the fact that Beard was a house-
hold name, starting in the early 1950s and even beyond his 
death in 1985, and he really was larger than life: 300 pounds, 
6-foot-3 or 6-foot-4 frame. He embodied the new American 
food movement that started after World War II.

Beard was an evangelist for specific varieties of food 
rather than a bland monoculture. 
Yes, he railed against an American food system that for de-
cades was owned by a few large food manufacturers. A lot 
of the cookbooks and recipes that were printed in news-
papers were hidden behind a kind of fake, cheery female 
persona, somebody like Betty Crocker, who served as the 
symbol of the ultimate homemaker. But really, they were 
corporate recipes that were developed in test kitchens by 
crews of anonymous cooks. Beard’s early books were ele-
gies for lost food, or food that Americans no longer had 
access to or were ignorant about—for example, all the va-
rieties of fish available. He was really influenced by the 
early work of Rachel Carson, who wrote about New Eng-
land fisheries a decade or more before Silent Spring. Beard 
wanted to interest Americans in the food that came from 
where they lived. He laid the groundwork for the system of 
farmers markets we see today as well as what we refer to as 

“farm-to-table” eating.

Do you think he was one of the primary forerunners to 
the sustainability movement that is so popular today?
He was. He was politically progressive. As a child travel-
ing with his mother in California, he would see how fer-

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
John Birdsall

THE BIOGRAPHER OF JAMES BEARD REFLECTS ON THE DEVELOPMENT OF 
FOOD CULTURE IN AMERICA
By Eric Liebetrau

Eric W
olfinger
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tile farmland was being paved over to create urban sprawl, 
and he was horrified by it; he felt the loss of farming could 
have taken place there. He was very aware of trying to 
champion a food system that was about small producers 
working in a particular region to grow amazing food.

Though he didn’t create the eponymous awards, how 
do you think he would have viewed them?
Well, he certainly had a robust ego, and even though he 
was not actively involved in the formation of the founda-
tion or the awards, he would have been delighted that he 
came to be attached to the Oscars of the food world. Ju-
lia Child and some other prominent chefs, who wanted 
to memorialize James after he died, were the impetus for 
creating this foundation. I think he certainly would have 
loved to celebrate talent, especially younger chefs devel-
oping a voice and expressing themselves through food. 
However, he would have been against the idea of strict 
gatekeepers in the industry or food being associated with 
opulence and public displays of wealth. He wanted every-
body to be able to access regional food and would have 
balked at any kind of suggestion of elitism in the food 
world.

Favorite meal, either at home or in a restaurant?
One of the great meals of my life was a salad, in 1984. I had 
no interest in food at the time, and a friend took me to a 
restaurant in San Francisco called Greens, which still ex-
ists. They had their own farm not far from the city. It may 
sound like a cliché, but I really had an epiphany; the sal-
ad was incredible. Just a bunch of small lettuces that had 
been picked that morning and rushed across the Golden 
Gate Bridge for lunch. I had never seen food like that. It 
was the first time that I really felt the connection between 
what I was eating and the place where it was grown, with 
the food as a kind of indivisible part of the landscape.

The Man Who Ate Too Much received a starred review in 
the June 15, 2020, issue.
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VLADIMIR NABOKOV’S 
SPEAK, MEMORY
Birkerts, Sven
Ig Publishing (176 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1632-46107-0  

Nabokov’s memoir inspires a liter-
ary critic in this latest entry in the pub-
lisher’s Bookmarked series.

Essayist, editor, and memoirist 
Birkerts, preoccupied by thoughts of 

“time, memory, patterns,” was drawn to Speak, Memory, the 
Russian author’s finely crafted rendering of his past. In a 
sensitive, sympathetic examination of the memoir, Birkerts 
focuses both on Nabokov’s revelations about his life and, in 
close detail, on his craft: how “he worked his strategies from 
page to page.” As a memoirist himself, Birkerts looks to 
Nabokov as exemplar: How does one write a memoir? What 
unconscious forces shape it? He admires Nabokov’s ability to 
convey details about his childhood while maintaining autho-
rial distance: “the naive before presented through the filter of 
the sophisticated after.” Birkerts had been unpleasantly sur-
prised by the response of many people he portrayed in his 
own memoir; some felt miscast and others slighted because 
they played only a small part. Nabokov, he notes, “chose to 
honor the essential privacy of his immediate family” while at 
the same time making his narrative seem intimate, choosing 
even to include family photos. Besides seeing Nabokov as 
his “guide and inspiration,” Birkerts feels an affinity for his 
experience of exile, nostalgia, and cultural dislocation. The 
son of Latvian immigrants, Birkerts, too, grew up feeling “an 
inner split,” which generated in him an abiding penchant “for 
contemplating the past.” He charts his responses to reread-
ing the book at several different times in his life as well as 
his growing admiration for “the lyricism, the unwinding 
brilliance of the sentences.” He closely examines the “sar-
donic, playful, melancholic, fanatically precise” quality of the 
author’s voice on the page. Along with discoursing on themes 
of “eternity and infinity,” Birkerts closes by reflecting on “the 
sweeping cultural transition” from analog to digital that he 
has long decried, reflections that set his response to Nabokov 
in context.

A thoughtful consideration of an iconic memoir.
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BAD MEDICINE
Catching New York’s 
Deadliest Pill Pusher
Bismuth, Charlotte
One Signal/Atria (368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-1-9821-1642-2  

As America’s opioid epidemic gath-
ered pace in the early 2010s, a rookie 
New York prosecutor went after a physi-
cian who sometimes wrote 100 prescrip-

tions a day. Here she tells the story.
“There is no greater misfortune than greed,” observed the 

judge, quoting Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu. Bismuth’s lively 
account of the four-year investigation and trial of Dr. Stan Li—a 
rogue anesthesiologist who ran a basement pain-management 
clinic on the weekends—shows the grim human cost of that 
greed. The author reveals opioid giant Purdue Pharma’s “relent-
less, misleading, and highly effective” marketing campaign and 
provides chilling details of the raging epidemic their efforts 
helped fuel. Between 2007 and 2010, opiate prescriptions 
jumped 100%. “By 2016,” writes Bismuth, “more than sixty-
three thousand human lives would be lost from drug overdoses 
alone, and...more than forty thousand of those deaths would 
involve at least one opioid.” As we join the investigation of Li, 
ultimately tried on 211 counts, including two of homicide, we 
meet a cast of memorable individuals, from witnesses to addicts 
to bereaved relatives. These include Margaret Rappold, whose 
son overdosed at age 21; addict Dawn Tamasi, whose parents 
begged Dr. Li to stop prescribing after he had given her eight 
separate drugs; David Laffer, another Li patient, who shot four 
people as he stole 11,000 pills from a pharmacy; Eddie Valora, 
the tipster who first alerted the police; and Jean Stone, a Medi-
care fraud expert who also writes a fashion blog. The narrative 
jumps backward and forward too often between the investiga-
tion and the trial, which can be confusing in certain sections, 
and the tossed-off title of the book does no service to this vivid 
first-person narrative. But the author, an attorney, is skilled in 
her depictions of the courtroom scenes—notably the complex 
jousting of the expert witnesses.

A gripping read tailor-made for the silver screen.

I WANT TO BE WHERE THE 
NORMAL PEOPLE ARE
Bloom, Rachel
Grand Central Publishing (256 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-1-5387-4535-9  

The co-creator and star of Crazy Ex-
Girlfriend talks about her life.

“By the time I turned thirty,” writes 
Bloom, “I should have understood that 
there was no such thing as ‘normal.’ ” In 

this offbeat compendium of personal moments from childhood 

to the present, the author shares her journey in search of that 
moment when she felt “normal” around other people. Among 
other topics, Bloom discusses her mental health issues as an 
adolescent and how she endured bullying during middle school: 

“Were you bullied in middle school? Yeah? You were? Bullshit. 
You weren’t bullied. I was bullied. I am the ultimate judge of 
bullying and I conclude that I was bullied and you were not 
bullied. So says me, court adjourned, gavel goes bang bang.” 
The author’s humor is more pointed in her assessment of the 
pros and cons of attending award shows (her personal review 
system “is based on the things that TRULY count: Food, Park-
ing, Temperature in the Room, and How Much Shapewear Is 
Expected”), a chapter in which she writes in the voice of her dog, 
and a section about how she and her colleagues bypassed FCC 
regulations to make certain parts of Crazy Ex-Girlfriend accept-
able for a broadcast network rather than “edgy cable” (devel-
oped for Showtime, the series landed with the CW). Bloom 
includes childhood diary entries, poetry, and drawings as well as 
a snarky sample resume for aspiring actors, and she maintains a 
certain diffident note as she rambles along. The book was writ-
ten before the pandemic, when the idea of “normal” was still 
possible. Thankfully, the author shares a relevant afterword that 
helps balance the silliness and eccentricities of the scattered 
narrative. Fans of the TV show will enjoy learning the backstory 
about the creator and star, but general readers won’t find much 
to appeal here. 

Bloom’s comedic talent doesn’t translate to the page—at 
least not yet. Check back as her career continues to mature.

THE PANZER KILLERS
The Untold Story of a 
Fighting General and His 
Spearhead Tank Division’s 
Charge Into the Third Reich
Bolger, Daniel P.
Dutton Caliber (432 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-0-593-18371-7  

The story of Gen. Maurice Rose 
(1899-1945), whose division fought its 

way from Normandy to the German heartland during World 
War II.

Rose, who served as an infantry officer during World War I, 
had distinguished himself in the North African and Italian cam-
paigns. “He led troops under fire, created battle plans, super-
vised the staff, ran the division command post, and even found 
time to negotiate a major German component’s surrender,” 
writes Bolger, who served in the Army for 35 years and earned 
five Bronze Stars. In August 1944, Rose was appointed to com-
mand of the 3rd Armored Division, with the Allied offensive 
stalled in the Normandy hedgerows. Rose, like Patton—who 
recommended him for command—believed in seeing what 
was going on with his own eyes. In Normandy, he immediately 
moved the division’s headquarters forward to be nearer the 
action; unlike the majority of generals even then, Rose routinely 

A gripping read tailor-made for the silver screen.
bad medicine
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took his vehicle within range of enemy fire. The author follows 
his career from his assumption of command in Normandy 
through most of the major battles on the Western Front, where 
his division was routinely in the middle of the action. A highly 
private man who did not discuss personal matters even with 
his officers—and did not survive to write his postwar mem-
oirs—Rose remains something of a mystery even at the end of 
the book. Bolger, who has himself commanded an armored divi-
sion, gives a solid military insider’s view of how armor, infan-
try, artillery, and air support cooperate on the battlefield, with 
interesting details on the tactics and strategy of the battles on 
the Western Front. He also offers pointed observations about 
Rose’s relations with the major figures of the Allied war effort, 
including Montgomery, Patton, Eisenhower, Bradley, and other 
less-familiar figures.

A fascinating look at World War II as reflected in the 
career of an important yet largely forgotten Allied general.

SOMETIMES YOU HAVE TO LIE
The Life and Times of Louise 
Fitzhugh, Renegade Author 
of Harriet the Spy
Brody, Leslie
Seal Press (352 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-58005-769-1  

A scholarly biography of the creator 
of Harriet the Spy, the nosy scamp who 
brought “a new realism” to children’s 

fiction.
Does Harriet the Spy have a “queer subtext”? Is its heroine 

a “quintessential baby butch” character? Or is Harriet simply “a 
nasty little girl who keeps a notebook on all her friends,” as Lou-
ise Fitzhugh (1928-1974) told the poet James Merrill, her former 
adviser at Bard College? While fairly representing these varied 
points of view, Brody, a creative writing instructor, mostly lets 
Fitzhugh’s life speak for itself. The author follows her subject 
from her birth in Memphis to her death from a brain aneurysm 
in New Milford, Connecticut. Raised by a rich father who won 
custody after a sensational divorce trial, Fitzhugh later moved 
in boho circles with Djuna Barnes, Lorraine Hansberry, and 
Anatole Broyard in Greenwich Village. She had her first lesbian 
romance as a teenager and, after decades of affairs with women, 
was “obviously out of the closet” in later life. Yet Fitzhugh had 
a long-term correspondence only with Merrill, and her estate, 
the book suggests, keeps a tight rein on other material. Per-
haps partly for such reasons, Fitzhugh remains an elusive figure 
who emerges most clearly through the tensions in her relation-
ships with three celebrated editors who kept their own records: 
Ursula Nordstrom, Charlotte Zolotow, and Michael di Capua. 
Di Capua once complained to Fitzhugh about the Black charac-
ters’ dialogue in her post-Harriet book Nobody’s Family Is Going 
To Change: “You don’t know how to write black people.” A long-
time lover said that an upset Fitzhugh responded, “I know how 
I want my characters to sound, and what I want them to say.” 

Such anecdotes, which are too few, give valuable glimpses of the 
fierce tenacity Fitzhugh shared with her most famous character.

A diligent but sometimes-hazy portrait of a beloved chil-
dren’s author and illustrator.

ALL THE YOUNG MEN
A Memoir of Love, AIDS, 
and Chosen Family in the 
American South
Burks, Ruth Coker & O’Leary, Kevin Carr
Grove (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-8021-5724-9  

A celebrated activist tells the story of 
how she became involved in easing the 
passing of gay men dying of AIDS.

Arkansas native Burks’ first encounter with a terminally ill 
AIDS patient took place in 1986 when she was visiting a friend 
in the hospital. She noticed a door covered in a “blood-red tarp” 
and nurses drawing straws to see who would go inside. Burks 
ventured into the room and found herself drawn into the tragic 
last hours of a young AIDS patient named Jimmy, who had been 
abandoned by everyone, including his mother, who told the 
author on the phone that Jimmy had “died when he went gay.” 
Soon, other nearby hospitals began calling Burks to help them 
deal with similar young men who had come in “alone, emaci-
ated, or left at the ER.” She quickly learned how even funeral 
homes balked at handling these patients’ remains, and she pri-
vately buried the ashes of the men she cared for in a family plot. 

“By 1988,” she writes, “I was looking after more people than I 
could say grace over.” Burks cemented her alliance with the gay 
community by becoming a regular at a gay bar called Our House. 
Meanwhile, her town and church treated her like a “pariah,” 
and the Ku Klux Klan harassed her with hate calls and cross 
burnings. The author’s courageous activism brought her to the 
attention of then-governor Bill Clinton, who made her his “ear 
to the ground on AIDS.” Yet by 1995, the advent of effective 
treatment rendered her caregiving activities “functionally obso-
lete.” Though too much backstory and detail sometimes slow 
the narrative pace, Burks’ vivid memories of “my guys” and the 
trials she endured fighting against prejudice offer a portrait of 
courageous compassion that is both rare and inspiring.

An overlong but deeply moving, meaningful book.

Burks’ vivid memories of “my guys” and the
trials she endured fighting against prejudice offer a portrait of

courageous compassion that is both rare and inspiring.
all the young men
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SURVIVAL OF THE THICKEST
Essays
Buteau, Michelle
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster 
(320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Dec. 8, 2020
978-1-982122-58-4  

A debut collection of essays from an 
actor and comedian.

In these unabashed, often bawdy 
sketches, Buteau, perhaps best known 

for her role on First Wives Club, explores love, womanhood, 
work, and other topics. Recounting her New Jersey girlhood, 
the author writes about how her “Jamaican and Haitian” back-
ground fueled curiosity, and her “strict immigrant parents” 
inspired resilience. She also chronicles dating disasters; find-
ing comedy in the wake of 9/11; meeting and marrying her 
Dutch husband; and braving in vitro fertilization treatments 
that concluded in surrogacy and twins. Throughout, Buteau 

conveys a variety of life lessons with mixed success. Some 
essays turn glib: An exploration of college friendship stumbles 
into a final truth about valuing acceptance, and a list of “Advice 
You Can Fit on a Magnet” yields more familiar affirmations 
than wisdom (“You are worthy. You are perfect. You’re amaz-
ing. Rinse and repeat”). The author peppers the narrative with 
frequent slang—e.g., “bish”—and abundant profanity, and she 
often eschews richer description in favor of fleeting pop cul-
ture. Fresher essays vault from breathless humor to thoughtful 
musing. Buteau’s knack for steering absurd situations toward 
warm insight shines when she describes how a one-time gig 
emceeing for a male revue led to admiration for a stripper’s 
work ethic; or how losing a tooth while biting a bagel some-
how brought her closer to her husband’s family. The author’s 
memories about her father brim with fond respect, and her 
discussions of being busty, curvy, and light-skinned abound 
with self-empowerment. The real standout essays focus on 
marriage and motherhood. At turns joyful and sweet about her 
marriage’s early days and heartbreaking about miscarriages, 
Buteau is reassuring in her candor. Ultimately, this exuberant 
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pastiche from the “sassy tell-it-like-it-is neighbor” is uneven 
but sometimes genuinely funny.

A book for fans of blue humor punctuated with moments 
of tenderness and wit.

THE GRIZZLY IN 
THE DRIVEWAY
The Return of Bears to a 
Crowded American West
Chaney, Rob
Univ. of Washington (280 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Jan. 1, 2021
978-0-295-74793-4  

A well-written, learned exploration 
of the world of a charismatic and some-
times troublesome animal.

Montana native and journalist Chaney has been around griz-
zly bears for decades and, unlike most folks, has encountered 

them “outside the safety of a zoo enclosure or a car window.” 
Encounters of just about any sort evoke fear and/or reverence, 
and any closer knowledge of Ursus arctos horribilis requires a 
heady degree of risk. Early on, the author marvels at the skill 
and luck of a backwoods explorer in Glacier National Park who 
managed to bring down a charging grizzly with a .22 pistol, far 
less firepower than the .45s and .357s that other backwoods 
types typically pack. Those real-life encounters are ever more 
likely for humans who live in the New Hampshire–sized grizzly 
heartland, taking in portions of Montana, Wyoming, and Idaho. 
As Chaney notes, when the bear was first listed as endangered, 

“the Cray 1 Supercomputer set world records with a memory of 
eight megabytes,” a fraction of the computing power that we 
carry in our pockets. Just so, things change in the natural world, 
and the grizzly now turns up on porches and in driveways, not 
as afraid of us as it should be even as we prove ourselves to be 
its most dangerous foe. “The grizzly bear needs space: Hun-
dreds of square miles per animal,” writes the author. “It needs 
food: Forty thousand calories a day. It needs tolerance, for the 
days it decides to take what we think rightfully belongs to us. It 
needs to be left alone.” Can we do so? Chaney is a writer in the 
Peter Matthiessen school, deftly weaving anecdotes and human 
history with ursine natural history and bringing in memorable 
characters. These include Doug Peacock and Chuck Jonkel, 
both of whom have done much to prove, as does this lucid book, 
that grizzlies lie somewhere between the vicious creatures of 
legend and the cuddly critters of our imagination.

Fans of bears—and of hearty nature writing—will take 
pleasure in Chaney’s paean.

STUFF YOU SHOULD KNOW
An Incomplete Compendium 
of Mostly Interesting Things
Clark, Josh & Bryant, Chuck with 
Parker, Nils
Illus. by Monardo, Carly
Flatiron Books (336 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Nov. 24, 2020
978-1-250-26850-1  

Two popular podcasters opine on 
topics skewed—intentionally or not—toward real or stereo-
typical masculine interests, such as cars, guns, and military 
derring-do.

About two-thirds of podcast listeners are men, typically 
ages 25 to 49, and slightly more than half are White, so perhaps 
it’s natural that in their first book, Stuff You Should Know co-
hosts Clark and Bryant gravitate to topics likely to appeal to 
that demographic. What’s harder to fathom is why they omit or 
underrepresent so many others—female, Black, and LGBTQ+ 
readers among them—in breezy essays on pop-cultural miscel-
lany laced with hit-or-miss humor. With ghostwriter Parker, the 
authors set the tone in an early section called “How To Start or 
End a Facial Hair Trend,” which follows 13 thumbnail sketches 
of a youngish White man showing varied beard and mustache 
styles. Then come chapters on traditionally male interests—cars 

Fans of bears—and of hearty nature writing— 
will take pleasure in Chaney’s paean.

the grizzly in the driveway
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(“Demolition Derbies”), guns (“The First Gun(s)”), and military 
exploits (“Kamikaze”)—and on things men invented or popu-
larized: “Mezcal,” “Do(ugh)nts,” “Backmasking,” “Mr. Potato 
Head,” “The Pet Rock,” and more. “Dog Smells” begins with 
the intriguing fact that dogs’ feet often smell like Fritos (which 
were “invented” by Charles Elmer Doolin), a phenomenon 
known as “Frito Feet” that occurs when paws pick up yeast and 
bacteria on walks, but the chapter soon turns adolescent: “Poop 
smell…generally carries the message that it comes from some 
kind of poopy pathogen and we should, therefore, move along 
and not hang around said poop.” The only chapter that focuses 
primarily on a woman, “The SCUM Manifesto,” deals with 
Valerie Solanas, Andy Warhol’s mentally ill lesbian assailant. 
Monardo partly masks the problem with her cartoonlike illus-
trations, which represent women and minorities more fairly 
than the text does. For readers other than White men under 50, 
however, this brand extension remains—as the authors might 
say—“kind of a bummer.”

Infotainment short on diversity for fans of jejune humor 
and pop-cultural curiosities.

THE MAKING OF THE 
AMERICAN CREATIVE CLASS
New York’s Culture Workers 
and Twentieth-Century 
Consumer Capitalism
Clark, Shannan
Oxford Univ.  (584 pp.) 
$34.95  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-0-19-973162-6  

How media workers were bolstered 
and buffeted by unions and anti-commu-

nists for much of the 20th century.
The sweeping title of Clark’s debut book belies its relatively 

narrow focus: the shifting fortunes of New York employees in 
the broadcast, design, and journalism industries from roughly 
between the world wars to the Vietnam era. It’s largely the 
story of unionization efforts and the push back they received 
from management, legislators, and the culture at large. Persuad-
ing fellow journalists that organizing didn’t bias them was one 
battle, fought by prominent critics like Dwight Macdonald; 
another was winning a 1937 Supreme Court case that removed 
an organizing exemption for journalists. But victories during 
the period were often modest and pyrrhic, as the boom years 
following World War II were met by Red Scare rhetoric (and 
laws like the Taft-Hartley Act) that diminished union rolls. The 
subject matter will appeal more to work and labor sociologists 
than media junkies (let alone casual readers), and Clark’s schol-
arly approach does little to enliven it. However, the author does 
explore some engaging examples of what made the struggle 
worth fighting. Consumer Reports, for instance, was originally 
produced by communist-aligned activists determined to make 
consumer culture more quality-focused; in the 1940s, the short-
lived afternoon paper PM made a noble effort to deliver worker-
friendly journalism without advertising; the Design Laboratory 

attempted to use modernist aesthetics in service of practical 
and inclusive design rather than the planned obsolescence and 
tail-fin–tweaking of corporate America; the 1960s TV drama 
East Side/West Side served to spotlight contemporary social 
issues and elevate the medium above cop and hospital shows. 
Though none of these efforts did much in themselves to make 
society more equitable, Clark persuasively suggests that they 
created a groundswell of support for the debates over gender 
and pay equity to come.

A wonkish but thorough accounting of how media work-
ers have historically gotten short shrift.
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THE PARTICULARS OF PETER
DNA Tests, Dance Lessons, 
and Other Excuses To Hang 
Out With My Perfect Dog
Conaboy, Kelly
Grand Central Publishing (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Dec. 8, 2020
978-1-5387-1786-8  

A Brooklyn writer’s debut chronicles 
life with her dog.

“I consider us to be one soul existing 
in two corporeal forms,” writes Conaboy about her adopted 
mutt, Peter Parker. Early on, the author admits that it’s nearly 
impossible to truly know a dog without filtering their experi-
ences through human perceptions. An apologetic windup sets 
the stage for a doting tribute to canine ownership that reveals 
more about the author than her dog. In pithy yet often scattered 
chapters, Conaboy chronicles their first meeting; DNA testing; 
Woofstock in Toronto, where participants were greeted with a 
sign that read, “DON’T DISAPPOINT YOUR DOG!”; and 
agility classes, which highlighted owners’ peculiarities as well as 
which dogs were naturals or needed work. Throughout, breath-
less descriptions intersperse with casual quips and addresses 
to the reader. The text is affectionate, overly loose, and occa-
sionally mock-defensive: Regarding her boyfriend, she writes, 

“I have to stress that it isn’t your business,” and about buying 
Peter a handmade sweater like the one in The Shining to make 
people notice, “You have to admit—that recognition would be 
priceless.” Some chapters are indulgent, such as a list of regret-
table pet purchases. While investigating such quandaries as co-
sleeping with pets and whether inhaling pet hair is dangerous, 
the author mixes curiosity with expert opinions that are mildly 
informative but mostly underscore the fretfulness behind the 
original questions. When Conaboy strays from everyday norms 
and dives headlong into obsession, the book springs alive. The 
author recounts how she was inspired to conduct surveillance 
on Peter because of her worries about his mortality; her inter-
view with a creator of “dog music” (she attempts some song-
writing herself); and her participation in ghost hunts to see if 
dogs were proficient in communicating with spirits. Though 
the anxious, self-effacing persona eventually grows tiresome, 
Conaboy’s commitment to pleasing a mild-mannered dog is 
admirable and charming.

An unusual book to please pet lovers.

HIGH CRIMES
The Corruption, Impunity, 
and Impeachment of 
Donald Trump
D’Antonio, Michael & Eisner, Peter
Dunne/St. Martin’s (448 pp.) 
$32.50  |  Oct. 20, 2020
978-1-250-76667-0  

A swiftly paced history of the events 
surrounding the Mueller report and its 
aftermath.

Donald Trump likes nothing better than to double down: 
First, he solicited Russian help in gaining office, then tried to 
extort Ukraine to assist his second run by withholding mili-
tary aid. The result was impeachment. Write award-winning 
journalists and longtime Trump watchers D’Antonio and Eis-
ner, given “Trump’s extraordinary need to create a fantasy self 
who occupies the center of a fantastical story that he demands 
that others accept” and seeming belief that he is above the law, 
impeachment was the only option. The authors provide a com-
prehensive account of the process of impeachment, support for 
it steadily growing as more evidence was revealed—and that 
accelerated with such events as Trump’s sacking of the ambas-
sador to Ukraine, Marie Yovanovitch, who was dedicated to the 
cause of battling corruption. “Take her out,” Trump ordered, 
which “sounded like something a movie mob boss might say.” 
In this account, like in countless others, Trump emerges as 
an inveterate liar and bush-league gangster, if one ever quick 
with a lame excuse: Mueller had it in for him, Trump com-
plained, “because of a long-ago dispute over a charge at a Trump 
golf course”; of course, the charges against him were all witch 
hunt and hoax. His incompetence, they add, would be under-
scored by his handling of the pandemic. That the impeachment 
charges were narrow and specific meant that many impeachable 
offenses did not enter into discussion, such as committing per-
jury under oath and illegally diverting funds to build the border 
wall; omission of these “high crimes and misdemeanors” may 
well have been a strategic error that doomed the enterprise. 
The end of their account deems the impeachment, though 
seemingly forgotten a year later, “the inevitable product of the 
dangerous experiment begun when a demagogue who had made 
corruption and impunity part of his public identity gained the 
presidency.”

A readable and maddening account of the ongoing consti-
tutional crisis that is the Trump White House.

A readable and maddening account of the ongoing 
constitutional crisis that is the Trump White House.

high crimes
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NO ONE ASKED FOR THIS
Essays
David, Cazzie
Mariner/Houghton Mifflin Harcourt 
(352 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-0-358-19702-7  

Dark humor is pushed to its limits in 
this debut collection of essays.

David, the 26-year-old co-creator 
of the web series “Eighty-Sixed” and 

daughter of Larry David, mines her anxiety and depression for 
material in essays that often lean more disconcertingly sad than 
funny. Several of the pieces are prefaced by excerpts from a 2007 
neuropsychological evaluation of the author, and the collection 
features three sets of “Tweets I Would Tweet If I Weren’t Mor-
ally Opposed to Twitter,” which include “Ways I like to pass time: 
Think of all the ways I can kill myself without leaving the room 
I’m currently in,” and “The human body is amazing; I can’t believe 
I can have this level of internal anguish and not have imploded 

yet.” While some readers may find these observations sarcasti-
cally amusing, others may genuinely worry about the author. 
Other essays are clever: “I have urban dictionary open and I’m 
ready to sext”; “What if I just gave in and made my Instagram bio 

‘Larry David’s daughter.’ ” In the longest piece, David explores 
a high-profile breakup, documenting her ex’s failings as a “crip-
plingly codependent” individual given to blackouts and self-harm 
and recording her sorrow during a post-breakup safari trip to 
South Africa with her family. “I wanted to self-induce a coma and 
not wake up for years, but even years didn’t seem like it would be 
enough time,” she writes. In another selection, the author makes 
a list of things showing that “God Is Definitely Real,” which 
include puppies and kittens, fruit, coffee, mint, and “alcohol/
weed.” The majority of David’s commentary is more banal than 
inventive: After getting a cat to ease her anxiety, she got anxious 
about the cat’s inevitable death. She reports that social media 
can be mind-numbing. She shares her unhappiness about being 

“almost pretty” and her “self-loathing” about realizing that “my 
taste in men is straight-up trash.” 

The few amusing bits aren’t worth enough to slog through 
the rest.
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DRIVEN
The Race To Create the 
Autonomous Car
Davies, Alex
Simon & Schuster (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-5011-9943-1  

The ascent of the driverless car.
Wired editor Davies knowledgeably 

examines the advent of the self-driving 
automobile through the perspectives 

of pioneering engineers and industry-leading entities. Early 
attempts to garner attention for this project manifested in 
a competition developed and funded by the government’s 
Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, which, since its 
inception in 1958, was primarily tasked with protecting the 
nation from nuclear attacks but became flexible enough to 
embrace other pursuits. One of those endeavors was DARPA’s 
autonomous vehicle Grand Challenge race, promoted by the 
agency’s Stanford-trained engineer and director Tony Tether. 
In 2004, Tether encouraged entrants to construct a homemade, 
fully automated vehicle capable of traveling from Los Ange-
les to Las Vegas. The winner of the race would receive $1 mil-
lion. Though not one robot vehicle finished the inaugural race, 
when the contest was resurrected the following year, a winner, 
Stanford Racing Team’s vehicle “Stanley,” emerged victorious. 
Future incarnations resulted in increasingly stiff competition 
and unrivaled innovation. The author’s excitement for his sub-
ject translates vividly across pages of racing details and partici-
pants’ blueprints for success. Remaining fair in his assessment, 
Davies also addresses valid fears that automated vehicles may 
not have the capacity to effectively replace human intuition. 
The second half of the book centers around the melodramatic 
Silicon Valley battle between Uber Technologies and Google for 
control of a market that is vast yet still untapped. At the cen-
ter of this feud is French American visionary Anthony Levan-
dowski, whom Davies intensively profiles throughout the book. 
A brilliantly innovative engineer, entrepreneur, and former 
Google employee, Levandowski raced in the Grand Challenge 
competition with his Ghostrider, his unique two-wheeled auto-
mated motorcycle. Levandowski eventually became embroiled 
in a major criminal lawsuit involving his alleged theft and resale 
of confidential Google documents and trade secrets. 

A timely, focused, and thorough examination of a global 
engineering marvel that is very much still in the works.

WHAT WOULD NATURE DO?
A Guide for Our 
Uncertain Times
DeFries, Ruth
Columbia Univ.  (256 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-231-19942-1  

Countless pundits warn that civili-
zation is in crisis and then write books 
that often serve little purpose beyond 
self-promotion. This one delivers useful, 

rational advice.
In 2020, the Covid-19 pandemic has joined numerous threats 

to global stability, including terrorism, pollution, climate change, 
and the rise of autocrats. According to DeFries, an environmen-
tal geographer, Columbia professor, and MacArthur fellow, the 
news isn’t necessarily catastrophic provided we take lessons from 
nature, which has been overcoming crises for more than 4 billion 
years. Following an introduction, the author discusses four of 
nature’s tools that humans would do well to adopt: circuit break-
ers, diversity, networking, and bottom-up decision-making. “As 
the clockwork world of the twentieth century recedes into the 
rearview mirror,” she writes, “these strategies hold the keys to 
our prosperity and persistence in our dynamic, interconnected, 
complex world.” No one tells ants how to build their amazingly 
complex nests. It’s a bottom-up process during which individu-
als follow simple signals from the local environment. Veins in 
the earliest plants supplied leaves directly from a central source. 
The process of evolution produced leaves with complex, loop-
ing, interconnected networks of veins capable of surviving seri-
ous damage. The internet takes advantage of this safety feature, 
electric grids not so much. No Pollyanna, DeFries warns that 
humans are only reliable problem-solvers when it comes to 
short-term situations. Long-range scenarios—e.g., dealing with 
climate change and widespread poverty—always seem stuck 
in the discussion phase. Rules to solve global problems inevi-
tably involve tactics that work and those that fail, but reality 
is messier. Thus, top-down command economies—e.g., the old 
Soviet Union—are disastrously inefficient, but pure bottom-up 
free markets produce cruelties that require action from the top. 

“Ironically,” writes DeFries, “the more civilization becomes 
sophisticated, urbanized, and seemingly removed from nature, 
the more it becomes interconnected and mired in complexity. 
Nature’s strategies become even more relevant. They can post-
pone and cushion the fall in the endless cycle of growth, stagna-
tion, breakdown, and renewal.” 

Sturdy science applied to society’s biggest problems and 
good food for thought.

Sturdy science applied to society’s biggest 
problems and good food for thought.

what would nature do?



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1  o c t o b e r  2 0 2 0   |   5 9

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

A MOST INTERESTING 
PROBLEM
What Darwin’s Descent of 
Man Got Right and Wrong 
About Human Evolution
Ed. by DeSilva, Jeremy
Princeton Univ.  (232 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-0-691-19114-0  

Further debate on an evergreen sci-
entific field.

As Dartmouth anthropology professor DeSilva wryly notes 
in the preface to this collection, sometimes, for a variety of 
reasons, “even the very best scientists in the world—in this 
case, Charles Darwin himself—err.” In his Descent of Man, Dar-
win “presented hypotheses to be tested,” as they are here. In 
this “tribute to how science operates,” 10 contributors revisit 
Descent on the 150th anniversary of its publication in a “quest 
for understanding the origin, biological variation, behavior, and 
evolution of humans.” Janet Browne provides a helpful, general 
overview of the book and the scientific times in which it was 
published. At a time when the “fossil record of human evolution 
was practically nonexistent” and the discovery of DNA decades 
away, Alice Roberts notes that it “seems perhaps extraordinary 
that Darwin could have deduced so much from so little.” Suzana 
Herculano-Houzel writes that “nonhuman primates…and 
more recently birds have been awarded higher cognitive status 
than even Darwin himself might have suspected.” Brian Hare 
believes that, “amazingly, [Darwin] anticipated most major ele-
ments of modern theories of human sociality, cooperation and 
morality,” and Yohannes Haile-Selassie suggests that “Darwin 
was probably not correct about the sequence of evolutionary 
processes that led to what we recognize today as human.” Kris-
tina Killgrove points out the relative ease with which research-
ers can “poke holes” in many of Darwin’s ideas. Exploring the 
tricky topic of Darwin’s thoughts on race and racism, Agustín 
Fuentes concludes that he was a “biased human being who’s at 
least a little bit racist.” Citing Darwin’s belief that women were 
inferior to men, Holly Dunsworth ruefully writes that Descent’s 

“scientific value is impossible to untangle from the oppression 
that it inspired.” Each of the contributors adds something valu-
able to the conversation, but readers not well-versed in the sci-
entific principles may be left adrift.

Challenging essays that some readers may find a bit too 
challenging.

THE ENCYCLOPEDIA OF 
NEW YORK
Editors of New York Magazine
Avid Reader Press (368 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Oct. 20, 2020
978-1-5011-6695-2  

From the pastrami sandwich to TV 
comedy and Santa’s reindeer, a compen-
dium of New York’s countless contribu-

tions to world culture.
If it didn’t happen in the five boroughs, it didn’t happen. 

That is to say, to trust the editors of New York, “even figuring 
out what belonged in this book made us realize what an innova-
tion engine New York City has been.” Their enthusiasm some-
times leads them into the land of the spurious—they attribute 
the bagel, or “beigel,” to a baker by that name when it comes 
from the Yiddish word for stirrup, though they allow that the 
former attribution “is questionable.” Still, given the richness of 
New York inventions, the mass-distributed bagel among them, 
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one can forgive the rare slip made in the name of exuberance. 
Take pastrami, for example, a Turkish way of cooking meat that 
found its way to New York in an immigrant’s repertoire and 
was then presented to a grateful municipality, a cheap cut of 
beef brisket corned, “then dry rubbed with spices, then wood 
smoked, and then eaten, enthusiastically.” Who was that immi-
grant? No one knows, and just which deli began to sell pastrami 
is a matter of controversy—and now, write the editors, “the Jew-
ish deli is an increasingly rare bird in New York City owing to 
high rents, changing demographics, and a sense that using ren-
dered chicken fat as liberally as others deploy ketchup may not 
be the best thing for a person.” More certain is pizza, imported 
from southern Italy and first sold on Spring Street in 1905 by 
Gennaro Lombardi, and General Tso’s chicken, an import from 
Taiwan by way of New York’s Hunanese restaurants. Not all 
is food: The editors convincingly argue that everything from 
abstract expressionism and the auteur theory to punk rock, 
Q-Tips, the teddy bear, toilet paper (and the urinal), and zoning 
regulations owes its origins to the five boroughs.

Fans of the Big Apple will delight in this well-written, 
abundant and justly prideful collection.

UNSOLACED 
Along the Way to All 
That Is
Ehrlich, Gretel
Pantheon (256 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-307-91179-7  

From the Arctic to Africa, an award-
winning nature writer finds abundant 
evidence of a changing planet.

As a “bookend to The Solace of Open 
Spaces,” from 1984, Ehrlich, also a poet and novelist, offers an 
intimate, engaging memoir recounting her strenuous adven-
tures—in remote Greenland, war-torn Africa, and the American 
West—where she has been confronted with dramatic effects of 
climate change. In the Arctic, sea ice has thinned drastically, put-
ting all life—including humans—in peril. “Ice-adapted people 
have everything to teach us,” writes the author: “they have a sur-
vivor’s toolbox of self-discipline, patience, and precision. They 
understand transience, chance, and change.” Sadly, since her first 
visit to Greenland in 1993, Ehrlich has seen that toolbox become 
ineffective against a warming environment. With the disappear-
ance of snow and ice, “the planet cannot reflect the immense 
solar heat it receives back into space, and thus, keep the lower 
latitudes temperate,” causing more global heat to be generated. 
In Africa, sparse rainfall has resulted in degraded and desertified 
soil; at the African Centre for Holistic Management in Zim-
babwe, the author learned about restorative strategies such as 
planned grazing and “putting airborne carbon into the ground.” 
In lush, evocative prose, Ehrlich details some breathtakingly per-
ilous journeys, including trekking across a span of polar desola-
tion, where she feared being stranded forever, and escaping from 
armed rebels in Zambia. Her personal life was no less dramatic: 

being struck by lightning, causing a brain injury that took three 
years to heal; deaths of family and friends; divorce; and bouts of 
deep loneliness. But her grieving is for the Earth. “We humans 
have made a world where common sense, compassion, and care 
for one another and the planet has become too much of a rarity,” 
she writes. “It’s getting smaller, isn’t it,” she remarks to a friend. 

“All the places we can go to find solace.”
A vigorous plea for responsible environmental steward-

ship and a treat for all fans of nature writing.

CHEEKY
A Head-to-Toe Memoir
Elovic, Ariella
Illus. by the author
Bloomsbury (256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Dec. 8, 2020
978-1-63557-452-4  

A New York City–based illustrator’s 
graphic memoir about the “head-to-toe 
reboot” that helped her “recalibrate and 

reconnect” to her own body.
In her debut, Elovic transforms what began as an Instagram 

project, which she undertook in order to combat the way women 
“reject our own bodies,” into a refreshing story about corporeal 
self-love. She dedicates each chapter to a single body part and rec-
ollections of her changing attitudes about that part. The author 
begins with happy childhood memories of her face and how she 
loved contorting her features in the mirror for fun. As she grew 
older and watched pimples erupt on her skin and hair thicken 
above her mouth, the mirror became a “black hole of critique.” 
Other bodily changes—e.g., the development of her breasts—
were both “thrilling and shocking.” But those changes also forced 
her to contend with social conventions, like the bras that were 
supposed to “make me more of a woman” but only made her feel 
entrapped, and her stomach also became a source of humilia-
tion. As a child, she boasted that her stomach could hold massive 
amounts of cake, but by adolescence, she became painfully aware 
that “weight and size” would determine her worth in the eyes of 
others. She joined Weight Watchers, which “sucked the joy out 
of food.” Elovic also struggled with the supposed unfeminine act 
of defecation (“according to teen magazines, pooping was the 
most shameful thing a girl could do”) as well as her menstruation, 
which often went “fucking rogue.” Eventually, the author found 
support among “the Yentas,” a group of young Jewish women that 

“encouraged me to take joy” in every “gross” part of her body. Fea-
turing colorful folk art–style paintings that transform uncomfort-
able bodily facts and functions into charmingly humorous images, 
this book encourages women to help each other accept all their 

“hairs and jiggles and bumps and smells” for what they are: essen-
tially human.

An entertaining, jubilantly body-positive memoir.

A vigorous plea for responsible environmental stewardship
and a treat for all fans of nature writing.

unsolaced



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

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

PROUSTIAN UNCERTAINTIES
On Reading and Rereading 
In Search of Lost Time
Friedländer, Saul
Other Press (176 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-59051-912-7  

A book-length essay on Proust’s 
masterpiece.

Early on, Pulitzer Prize–winning 
historian Friedländer writes that he 

believes In Search of Lost Time is not only the greatest novel 
of French literature, but one of the most important novels 
ever written.” In this brief, thought-provoking examination 
that is likely to appeal most to literary scholars he focuses on 
the “Narrator’s strange, contradictory statements” and how 
the Narrator functions as Proust’s “alter ego.” The Narrator 
is a “disembodied presence unlike that in any novel before,” 
and Friedländer engages in a close reading of the book to 

“decipher the author’s strategy.” His extensive quoting from 
the novel and his many debates with other Proust scholars 
create something of a running dialogue among many voices. 
After assessing the Narrator’s love-hate relationship with 
his mother and Proust’s own deep love for his, Friedländer 
takes on the book’s puzzling treatment of Jews. Proust was 
Jewish; his Narrator is not. The Narrator’s attitudes toward 
Jews are “often negative,” and the novel is “replete with anti-
Semitic remarks adopted by the Narrator without any com-
ment.” Friedländer notes the importance of understanding 
the Narrator’s “obsession with the Jewish question in general 
and his own identity in particular,” and even though the Nar-
rator never “admits to even a whiff of homosexuality,” it, too, 
plays a key role in the novel. Most of all, In Search is a “social 
satire on the grandest scale and an incomparable analysis of 
complex emotional constructs, but it mostly lacks a sense of 
tragedy.” A “paean to memory,” it’s very much a “novel about 
time, but with a twist: it is directed toward the future…in 
order to recapture the past.” It’s “not Proust’s story that we 
follow,” Friedländer writes, “but that of his Narrator.” The 
author is a wise, enthusiastic guide to Proust, but this one is 
mostly for the academic audience.

An intimate literary investigation; those seeking a 
broader assessment will need to look elsewhere.

RELIGION AND THE RISE 
OF CAPITALISM
Friedman, Benjamin M.
Knopf (544 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Jan. 26, 2021
978-0-593-31798-3  

A study of the long and deep influ-
ence of religion on economic thought 
and policy in the West, especially in the 
U.S.

Following in the footsteps of Max 
Weber and R.H. Tawney (from whom he takes his title), Fried-
man, a professor of political economy at Harvard, deepens 
the case that throughout modern history in the West, reli-
gious thought and economic policy have been reciprocally 
enmeshed. From the birth of serious economic thinking in 
the 18th century, questions of virtue and morality inescapably 
infused thought about wealth, poverty, commerce, and indus-
try. At the same time, religious leaders preached about people’s 
obligations regarding earning, saving, using money wisely, and 
thinking about wealth in moralistic terms. The author sets his 
story in its full historical context, with the economic and theo-
logical principles of the leading characters not disembodied 
or isolated from life. Adam Smith, responsible for “an aston-
ishing intellectual breakthrough,” is Friedman’s leading figure, 
but many others, some little known (Daniel Raymond, Shailer 
Mathews), populate his pages. Turning to the U.S., the author 
argues that the breakup of religious thought and practice into 
old-style Calvinist ideas and evangelical enthusiasm have led 
to many of today’s political and economic predicaments. Few 
readers will fail to come away convinced of Friedman’s strong 
central thesis, but there are omissions. Friedman, a noted 
economist, strangely devotes more ink to religious thought 
than to economic principles, and aside from late-in-the-book 
appearances by Friedrich Hayek and William F. Buckley Jr., 
this is a history of the rise of Protestant religion in relation to 
capitalism. We learn nothing of Jewish or Catholic thinkers 
or economists, especially curious given the author’s attention 
to the U.S. If this is really a Protestant story, what does it tell 
us? Friedman doesn’t say, but he does provide solid points of 
departure for further scholarly investigation.

Not without flaws but still an important work on the ori-
gins of capitalism.
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THE PURPOSE 
OF POWER 
How We Come Together 
When We Fall Apart
Garza, Alicia
One World/Random House (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 20, 2020
978-0-525-50968-4  

A prominent civil rights activist 
offers a primer for change.

For much of her life, Garza, who grew 
up in a wealthy White community in Northern California, has 
been involved in grassroots organizing in groups such as San Fran-
cisco Women Against Rape, People Organized To Win Employ-
ment Rights, the National Domestic Workers Alliance, and the 
Black Lives Matter Global Network and the Black Futures Lab, 
both of which she co-founded. Based on experiences with a vari-
ety of constituencies and co-workers, Garza brings a cleareyed 
view of what is involved in creating social change—not merely 
hashtags that will go viral, but viable, ongoing movements that 
engage people “in a consistent and deep way around issues.” As 
she notes, “the mission and purpose of organizing is to build 
power” and “to transform grief and despair and rage into the 
love that we need to push us forward.” Her work has taught her 
countless hard lessons: that Blacks, often disillusioned with poli-
tics, have not been a huge force in progressive communities and 
that “not all Black people want the best for Black people” but 
instead “will knowingly harm Black people for their own benefit, 
everyone else be damned.” In some organizations she has backed 
away from “factional power plays,” internal rivalries, and the kind 
of “respectable” protests advocated by the likes of Jesse Jackson 
and Al Sharpton. As a queer Black woman, she is especially sen-
sitive to the exclusion of women in leadership positions: “I am 
used to environments where women, usually women of color, are 
carrying the lion’s share of the work but are only a minuscule part 
of the visible leadership.” Creating effective leadership through 
focused training is part of the work of organizing, she notes, and 
she describes Black Lives Matter, with its many chapters, as “a 
leader-full organization. That means that there isn’t one leader 
but many.”

A pragmatic, impassioned guide to vital current affairs.

MUSSOLINI’S WAR
Fascist Italy From Triumph to 
Collapse: 1935-1943
Gooch, John
Pegasus (576 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-64313-548-9  

Italy’s role in World War II receives 
an expert’s full attention.

Veteran British historian Gooch 
reminds readers that until 1940, figures 

from Churchill to Hitler looked at Mussolini as the charismatic 

leader of a great power. In this skillful analysis, the author 
reveals that there was less there than meets the eye. Like Hit-
ler, a veteran of World War I, Mussolini was arrogant, ruthless, 
unnecessarily confident in his military talents, and hungry for 
war. What he lacked was wealth to support his ambitions. At the 
time, the Italian economy was one-third the size of Germany’s. 
Few experts praise Italy’s conquest of Ethiopia after 1935, which 
was extremely expensive. Italian troops did much of the fight-
ing for Franco in Spain’s Civil War (1936-1939); Italy contributed 
about 75,000 soldiers, which may have turned the tide. As in 
Ethiopia, however, the effort was expensive. Impressed at Ger-
many’s swift defeat of Poland in 1939 and France in 1940, Mus-
solini yearned for his own empire. The choices were invading 
Egypt from his Libyan colony or conquering Greece. Making 
the worst possible decision, he chose both. By 1941, his poorly 
organized and supplied armies were retreating, and his appeals 
for aid made it clear that Italy was “slipping towards a subal-
tern position.” Hitler’s forces crushed Greece, and he also sent 
a mechanized division, led by Erwin Rommel, to Africa. Rom-
mel’s energy and superior armor produced impressive victories, 
but Italians made up most of his forces. With America’s entry 
in December 1941, Gooch enters a period more familiar to read-
ers. “As European war turned into world war,” writes the author, 

“there was only one way in which Fascist Italy’s military could 
keep fighting—by getting ever more in hock to Nazi Germany.” 
There followed defeat in North Africa and Sicily and the July 
1943 coup that removed Mussolini only to have German troops 
take over and continue a war that devastated the nation.

A fine history of Italy’s attempt to punch above its weight.

THE WONDERING JEW
Israel and the Search for 
Jewish Identity
Goodman, Micah
Trans. by Levy, Eylon
Yale Univ. (264 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-0-300-25224-8  

An Israeli scholar considers the 
future of Judaism.

In a thoughtful social, political, and 
philosophical examination of Judaism, Goodman—a senior fel-
low at the Shalom Hartman Institute in Jerusalem and author 
of the acclaimed and controversial 2018 book Catch-67, among 
other works—argues for the revitalization of Judaism that meets 
what he sees as an abiding hunger for connection and commu-
nion. Because Orthodox Judaism is the established religion in 
Israel, many Israeli Jews feel a “painful tension between modern 
values and ancient traditions. Religious Jews feel compelled to 
sacrifice their conscience for their faith,” and secular Jews feel 
compelled to reject orthodoxy’s cultural insularity and stric-
tures. But in rejecting religion, Goodman asserts, secular Jews 
cut themselves off from strong communal ties and sustaining 
traditions. “Human beings need to feel that they are part of, and 
have a part in, a story that is bigger than themselves,” he writes. 

A pragmatic, impassioned guide to vital current affairs.
the purpose of power



Religious traditions “instill a sense that the individual will is not 
the most important thing in life, and this feeling pushes people 
to make room in their lives for others.” Goodman brings to bear 
the thinking of myriad Jewish philosophers and theologians to 
support his view that all Jews, even atheists, can benefit from a 
connection to Jewish tradition, including seminal texts such as 
the Torah, and “that secularism at its most profound maintains 
a relationship with the past.” “In the Jewish tradition,” he adds, 

“the past is engaged in a dialogue with the future.” As a member 
of an Orthodox congregation, he is “well aware that the stricter 
Orthodox Juda ism becomes, the more acute the paradoxes at 
its heart will be.” Yet he believes that maintaining an “intimate 
contact with the cultural assets of the past” enriches his, and his 
family’s, life. “Judaism,” he asserts, “is the Jews’ ongoing conver-
sation. The conversation about Judaism is Judaism.”

A cogent consideration of the place of religion in the 
modern world.

THE UNQUIET ENGLISHMAN
A Life of Graham Greene
Greene, Richard
Norton (512 pp.) 
$40.00  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-0-393-08432-0  

A new biography takes an in-depth 
look at one of English literature’s most 
peripatetic figures.

Anyone interested in learning about 
the most violent conflicts of the previ-

ous century would get a good start by reading the works of Gra-
ham Greene (1904-1991). Born in Berkhamsted, England, he 
would become one of the literary world’s bravest adventurers, 
with travels to such hotspots as Sierra Leone, Liberia, Vietnam, 
Cuba, and Haiti. The clashes he witnessed enliven such novels 
as The Power and the Glory, Our Man in Havana, Monsignor Quix-
ote, and many more. Richard Greene (no relation), a professor 
of English and editor of Graham Greene: A Life in Letters, uses 
recently discovered papers and letters (some were found in a 

“hollow book”) to offer “an account of his engagement with the 
political, literary, intellectual, and religious currents of his time.” 
While many of those papers are revelatory, readers are likely to 
be frustrated by the author’s habit of seguing from one topic 
to another without fully developing each one. For example, in 
1960, “accidental defector” Guy Burgess asked to meet with 
Graham in Moscow. But the author gives only cursory details of 
the meeting before moving on to an account of Graham return-
ing to London with a bout of pneumonia and then moving to 
France as a tax exile. When the author fleshes out events of his 
subject’s life, the narrative is more compelling. The book is at its 
strongest in passages that document Graham’s eventful travels, 
such as his trip to Indochina for research on The Quiet American, 
the atrocities he witnessed in Haiti under Papa Doc Duvalier 
and used as the basis for The Comedians, and the many chapters 
on his travels to Panama and his friendship with military leader 
Omar Torrijos during the country’s struggles for sovereignty.

A comprehensive but scattershot biography of one of the 
most spirited writers of the 20th century.

THE GUCCI MANE GUIDE 
TO GREATNESS
Gucci Mane with Baker, Soren
Simon & Schuster (272 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Oct. 13, 2020
978-1-982146-78-8  

A hip-hop star who went on his first 
international tour wearing an ankle mon-
itor explains how to succeed.

“The words you are about to read can 
help you,” writes Gucci. “That’s because 

there is truth in them. These are words of wisdom, like the Bible 
and its proverbs.” Unquestionably, Gucci likes to aim high, as 
many of his proverbs attest: “Stop Underestimating Yourself ”; 

“Whatever You’re Thinking, Think Bigger”; “Nobody Cares. 
Work Harder”; “When They Sleep, I’m Grinding”; “Do More, 
Get More.” And never forget, “Women Are Brilliant.” Gucci 
not only shares his recipes for success. As in a cookbook that 
shows pictures of the end result, the author includes dozens of 
dazzling photos of himself and his beautiful wife, among them 
a series on his surprise wedding proposal at an Atlanta Hawks 
game. After the success of his bestselling debut, The Autobiogra-
phy of Gucci Mane, Gucci has realized there is money to be made 
in the book business. In addition to the Bible, he has his eye on 
Malcolm Gladwell and his reported $5 million advances. While 
he is “cool with Malcolm Gladwell being more celebrated than 
me as an author…the difference between Malcolm Gladwell 
and me is that I’m going to make more money because I’m 
going to make so many books for my following….You can enjoy 
this book or not, but I’m going to make my fifty-second book, 
my hundred and eighth book.” Many readers will hope that one 
of them will be a diet book, as the 100-plus pounds Gucci has 
lost and kept off are a frequent topic—alas, he doesn’t reveal 
his weight loss secrets here. Until the next book, try to live the 
Gucci Mane way. “Avoid lazy and miserable people,” and “Find 
something to be excited about every day.”

Gucci demonstrates all the bravado and ferocious self-
confidence that he counsels—and the photos are a nice bonus.

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1  o c t o b e r  2 0 2 0   |   6 3

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



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

DO RIGHT BY ME 
Learning To Raise 
Black Children In White 
Spaces
Harrison, Valerie I. & 
D’Angelo, Kathryn Peach
Temple Univ. Press (194 pp.) 
$20.00 paper  |  Nov. 27, 2020
978-1-4399-1995-8  

A timely and in-depth parenting guide 
for White parents of Black children.

The authors, longtime friends and colleagues, aim to “orient 
parents and other community members to the ways race and 
racism will affect a Black child’s life, and despite that, how to 
raise and nurture healthy and happy children.” Harrison is Black, 
and D’Angelo and her husband are the White adoptive parents 
of a child whose biological mother is White and whose biologi-
cal father is Black. The book grew out of the authors’ ongoing 
conversations about race and D’Angelo’s efforts to equip her 
son with the perspectives he needs to thrive. White parents, 
write the authors, must understand systemic racism, culture, 
identity, privilege, White supremacy and how their Black chil-
dren will navigate the world in ways that they do not have to. 
To “protect, nurture, educate, affirm, encourage and advocate 
for every child,” love isn’t enough. Talking about racism can be 
tough, but the authors present hard truths with aplomb, taking 
a deep dive into a range of topics, including positive racial iden-
tity, foundational research on transracial adoption, how racism 
impacts Black people’s health, racial inequity in education, and 
the persistent threat of violence against Black people. Ulti-
mately, the authors call on parents and others to make specific 
commitments to create change within their communities and 

“dramatically change the social, political, and cultural system.” 
Harrison and D’Angelo write with an urgency and hopefulness 
that make progress both a mandate and something within reach. 
Their voices alternate throughout the text in candid and inti-
mate conversations with each other, the reader, and the larger 
culture. Alongside their personal stories and real-life challenges, 
they present statistics and contextual history, which makes for 
a highly informative and compelling narrative.

Essential reading for those who parent or nurture Black 
children or anyone who wants to better understand race in 
America.

GIRL GURL GRRRL 
On Womanhood and 
Belonging in the Age of 
Black Girl Magic
Hunt, Kenya
Amistad/HarperCollins (256 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Dec. 8, 2020
978-0-06-298764-8  

Essays highlighting the successes, 
challenges, and perseverance of Black 
women in the 2010s.

“It’s a wondrous thing to be Black,” writes Hunt, a trailblaz-
ing global fashion editor and style director. In her debut book, 
she reflects on “a decade’s worth of personal and cultural 
milestones.” What made the last decade an “age of Black Girl 
Magic”? An internet boom, a new wave of feminism, a renais-
sance of Black creativity, and “the first-person essay economy” 
combined to give Black women heightened visibility, which 
Hunt and her co-essayists celebrate while noting how the 
magic of ordinary Black women began to “get left out, lost.” A 
quarter of the essays in Hunt’s collection are penned by oth-
ers writing candidly on their personal, professional, and politi-
cal journeys. These include Ebele Okobi, Facebook’s public 
policy director for Africa, the Middle East, and Turkey, who 
reflects on the loss of her brother, who was killed by police in 
California. Taken together, the essays form a chorus of Black 
diasporic voices across continents, covering the politics of 
Black hair, self-acceptance and White beauty standards, activ-
ism, motherhood, “the abysmally poor maternal health out-
comes of Black women in the US,” and more. Hunt, a gifted 
storyteller, has a strong voice all her own, and she explores a 
host of current concerns, including Black grief and “what hap-
pens when the Internet and social media do the eulogizing.” 
She considers the Black church’s “fraught history with women” 
through the lens of singer Aretha Franklin’s public funeral. 
Amid the “angst and chaos,” Hunt hopes readers also see Black 
women as people who are “loving…growing, and finding the 
meaning in life as we go.” And we do see their fullness in this 
collage of insightful analyses of the messy places where race, 
culture, and technology intersect.

A powerful collection that is very much of the present 
moment of resistance but will also endure.

BARACK BEFORE 
OBAMA 
Life Before the 
Presidency
Katz, David
Photos by the author
Ecco/HarperCollins (304 pp.) 
$39.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-06-302874-6  

An appealing pictorial biography of 
the pre-presidential Barack Obama.

A powerful collection that is very much of the present
moment of resistance but will also endure.

girl gurl grrrl



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1  o c t o b e r  2 0 2 0   |   6 5

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

In early 2004, Katz joined Obama’s senatorial campaign as 
a volunteer driver and then photographer and aide. In this well-
rendered photographic celebration, he shows the trajectory of 
Obama from state politician to leader of the free world. The 
photos are all high quality and cover a vast range of moments, 
from Obama getting his haircut by his longtime barber near 
Hyde Park to the presidential hopeful in tears when he learned, 
two days before the 2008 election, that the grandmother who 
raised him had just died. Throughout, Katz emphasizes his 
theme of the “many small moments in Obama’s life when his 
political career was just gaining traction.” It all began when 
the budding photographer decided that the unknown Obama 
needed “more compelling” pictures on his website. The cam-
paign had only 10 staffers and couldn’t pay Katz, but they 
offered him a volunteer position. So he spent 10 months driving 
the candidate around the state before becoming his personal 
aide. Alongside the photos, the author offers illuminating com-
mentary—on the role of the Secret Service, Michelle’s take, the 
Al Smith dinner, a rally with Bruce Springsteen—and it’s inter-
esting to consider how Katz designed the layout. He made the 
wise choice to group together many shots, so we have a set with 
Stevie Wonder and Robin Williams, Oprah Winfrey, George 
Soros, Nelson Mandela, the Bidens, and Leonardo DiCaprio, 
among many others. Along the way, readers will learn how poli-
ticians rise as they connect with celebrities and funders, and the 
narrative is packed with entertaining vignettes. For example, 
Oprah didn’t think the Obamas’ Chicago apartment was the 
right setting for O, The Oprah Magazine, so she took the shoot 
outdoors. The book also features a foreword by Obama himself.

A brilliantly photographed tribute to the rise of the 44th 
president. 

DESERT ORACLE
Volume 1: Strange True 
Tales From the American 
Southwest
Layne, Ken
MCD/Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(240 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Dec. 8, 2020
978-0-374-13968-1  

Mojave Desert rat Layne veers 
between the occult and the pedestrian in 

this mixed bag of essays.
For a fan of arid lands, the author’s heart is in the right place: 

He celebrates a Mojave Desert ecosystem that, though heav-
ily gnawed at the edges, is protected such that it’s the second 
largest desert wilderness in the world. “Out here, beyond the 
robotic grip of a civilization in disarray and despair, I promise 
you will feel human again, if only for a little while,” he writes in 
a neo-Thoreauvian vein. Layne celebrates neighbors who live in 
his clime within sight of the Joshua trees of southern California, 
some anti-social, some criminal, some reptilian in their worship 
of the sun. The author is a card-carrying believer in the eldritch, 
writing about the “Sierra Highway Devil,” a local emanation of 

the chupacabra; and the vast underground lakes that, miners 
swear, lie deep beneath the ancient beds of Death Valley. Layne 
also looks at the possibility of flying saucers (“When fighter 
jets were scrambled, the fast-moving objects vanished from the 
sky, only to return when the fighter jets landed for refueling”) 
and shows his appreciation for the late Art Bell, who broadcast 
outlandish theories about secret hangars where felled extrater-
restrial aircraft have been stored. Bell’s radio show always aired 
late at night, when the listener would receive it in suitably eerie 
settings, “driving a deserted highway, or fighting insomnia, or 
working a graveyard shift under fluorescent lights.” It’s enter-
taining bunkum, though probably best for like-minded readers 
who buy assertions such as “our natural world functions as a 
supernatural habitat for an intelligence that has accompanied 
mankind since the beginning of our time.” Still, such oddities 
are at least more original than his past-sell-date notes on such 
desert icons as Edward Abbey and Charlie Manson.

If you’re a fan of UFOs and insane heat, this is your book.

GOLEM GIRL 
A Memoir
Lehrer, Riva
Illus. by the author
One World/Random House (448 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Oct. 6, 2020
978-1-984820-30-3  

An artist born with spina bifida 
shares her story and her paintings with 
grace and humor.

“What’s wrong with her?” As a child, 
writes Lehrer, when a stranger would callously ask that question, 

“to my dismay, Mom would provide all they’d need to win the 
vacation package and the new Cadillac. She laid out the details 
of spina bifida, its causes and effects, as if deputizing a city-wide 
cadre in case I had to be rushed to an emergency room. For me, 
this kind of visibility was like being scraped along the sidewalk.” 
Lehrer, whose paintings of what she calls “socially challenged 
bod[ies]” hang in the National Portrait Gallery of the Smithso-
nian and many other museums, narrates her difficult childhood 
with an eloquence and freedom from self-pity that are every bit 
as powerful as those of Lucy Grealy in her Autobiography of a 
Face (1994). Remarkably, Lehrer, now 62, found a way to survive 
endless surgeries (many of them completely bungled) and irre-
mediable pain to create a successful life—one that readers will 
relish learning about. Her evolving self-awareness as an artist, a 
disabled person, and a woman with a complicated sexuality are 
well-explored, and her prose ranges from light and entertaining 
to intellectually and emotionally serious—and always memora-
ble. In explaining a period when she took up painting beds, she 
writes, “Beds are crossroads, where impairment and sexuality 
intersect, the mattress a palimpsest of ecstasy and hurt.” The 
memoir is illustrated with photographs of family and friends 
and color images of Lehrer’s paintings. In an appendix—a bonus 
book within the book—she goes back to each of the portraits 
and shares anecdotes about her process and her interaction 
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with the subject, often including that person’s own account. In 
one of her series, The Risk Pictures, Lehrer leaves the subject 
alone with the canvas for an hour and instructs them to alter it 
however they want.

An extraordinary memoir suffused with generosity, con-
sistent insight, and striking artwork.

PROBABLE IMPOSSIBILITIES
Musings on Beginnings and 
Endings
Lightman, Alan
Pantheon (224 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Feb. 9, 2021
978-1-5247-4901-9  

Complex science made accessible.
Novelist, physicist, and popular sci-

ence writer Lightman gathers together 
essays—some previously published in the New Yorker, Guernica, 
the New York Times, and other publications—that discuss sci-
entists, their imaginations, and their discoveries. “Spectacular 
things are going on out there,” he writes, “whether we notice 
or not.” As in his previous books of both nonfiction and fiction, 
Lightman is once again our helpful, genial guide to the myster-
ies of the universe. He begins with Blaise Pascal (1623-1662), 
who was “practically unique in being a humanist and a scientist 
at once.” What the author finds most interesting about Pascal 
is his “imagination of the…infinitely small and the infinitely 
large.” In “What Came Before the Big Bang?” Lightman notes 
that physicists believe the “entire universe we see today was far 
smaller than a single atom,” and somehow time emerged—or 
did time already exist? He talks with theoretical physicist Sean 
Carroll about the future, with its “condition of increasing mess,” 
and the past, with its “increasing tidiness,” in terms of the 

“improbable smoothness of the observable universe.” Lightman 
wonders if space goes on “forever, to infinity?” Or is it “finite but 
without boundary or edge, like the surface of a sphere”? In the 
essay “On Nothingness,” the author addresses the concept of 

“empty space” while “Atoms” speculates about the existence of 
quarks and “extremely tiny one-dimensional ‘strings’ of energy.” 
Edwin Hubble’s 1929 discovery that the universe is expanding 
is “probably the most important cosmic discovery of all time,” 
and “we expect that the universe will keep expanding forever.” 
Elsewhere, Lightman writes that it’s “almost certain that life 
exists elsewhere in the universe.” Discussing visionary physicist 
Andrei Linde’s concept of a “map of the universes,” Lightman 
offers up this head-spinner: It’s “possible” that there are “mul-
tiple universes, each infinite in extent.” Some “might even have 
different dimensions than our own universe.”

A roaming, eye-opening, insightful, and literate collec-
tion of science writing. 

ROCK FORCE
The American Paratroopers 
Who Took Back Corregidor 
and Exacted MacArthur’s 
Revenge on Japan
Maurer, Kevin
Dutton Caliber (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-5247-4476-2  

A history of the fierce 1945 battle 
to recapture the island fortress in 

Manila harbor.
The U.S. suffered the greatest military defeat in its history 

after the Japanese invasion of the Philippines in December 1941, 
although American and Filipino forces on Corregidor held out for 
a month before surrendering in May 1942. When the Americans 
returned to the Philippines in October 1944, Corregidor had little 
strategic but much symbolic value. Journalist Maurer is not the 
first to recount the nasty battle for its reconquest in February 1945. 
Carried by a fleet of transport aircraft, 3,000 men of the 503rd 
parachute regiment dropped on the island’s central high points, a 
particularly dangerous operation because there were no large open 
areas. Many men were injured. Expecting an amphibious assault, 
the Japanese were taken by surprise; however, based inside the 
island’s extensive tunnels, caves, and fortifications, all were under 
orders to fight to the death. About 4,500 did so, with only 119 taken 
prisoner; 228 Americans died. Much of the narrative is a series of 
gripping, somewhat scattershot accounts of small-unit firefights, 
ambushes, suicidal attacks, heroic feats, and tragic deaths. The 
sole map of the entire island is little help in following the action, 
so readers should sit back and enjoy the fireworks. Although the 
mission was a combined airborne and amphibious assault, Mau-
rer relies heavily on unpublished memoirs by three paratroopers, 
so the seaborne landing is only mentioned in passing; readers 
searching for a more balanced account will need to look elsewhere. 
Having worked hard and long gathering material, Maurer crafts a 
narrative that reads less like serious history and more like a novel, 
with invented dialogue and melodrama. Still, history buffs can be 
assured that he gets his facts right.

Entertaining popular military history, mostly for fans of 
the genre.

HOW DID I GET HERE?
A Memoir
McCall, Bruce
Illus. by the author
Blue Rider Press (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Nov. 24, 2020
978-0-698-17899-1  

An affable memoir from the New 
Yorker cover artist and humorist.

Born in Simcoe, Ontario, in 1935, 
McCall grew up with five siblings. In 

this nostalgic account of a creative life, the author begins with 

A roaming, eye-opening, insightful, and 
literate collection of science writing.

probable impossibilities
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vignettes about his childhood and his early enchantment with 
artists like Norman Rockwell, who was “sui generis, so con-
foundingly skilled that no artist ever tried to copy him.” A move 
to postwar Toronto was less picturesque due to an alcoholic 
mother and absent father, a situation he indelibly describes as a 

“Grand Guignol of lovelessness and casual cruelty.” With potent 
affection and deadpan candor, McCall chronicles the struggles 
of his younger self, and his bemusement at ideas he’d once 
thought were ingenious is charming. Though some passages 
about family rake over repetitive wounds, the author effectively 
frames them as spurs toward independence, and the narrative is 
rich with metaphor and allusion. About retreating into a satiri-
cal, autodidactic world as a refuge, he writes, “I could use this 
creative energy as a bathysphere to explore the deep mysteries 
of my life hidden below the surface. My vessel bore no relation-
ship to the Good Ship Lollipop….I crept up on truths, spun 
my wheels, invented detours that led to more detours.” From 
an ill-fitting apprenticeship in commercial art at an advertising 
agency to his parents’ deaths (both at the age of 49), McCall 
unfurls his memories with a raconteur’s colorful flourishes. His 
accounts of writing failures, including an attempt at producing 
a car magazine, meander with enthusiastic detail, and he brings 
to life the Mad Men–era advertising world via sections on his 
move to Detroit to write copy for Chevrolet and, later, to New 
York, where he wrote for Mercedes-Benz. Midcentury auto-
motive buffs will find this history fascinating while others may 
skim. Only in the final chapter does McCall discuss his work as 
a cover artist, an affirming feat after years of pushing art to the 
side. The book includes the author’s photos and drawings.

A leisurely diversion packed with insight and knowing 
panache.

SOME GLAD MORNING
Holding Hope in Apocalyptic 
Times
McCall, Rob
Pushcart (200 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Dec. 7, 2020
978-0-9600977-2-2  

A Maine-based pastor draws daily 
rations of wisdom from both nature and 
human foibles. 

In short chapters that have the feel-
ing of sermons, McCall seeks “deep chords of hope” to weather 
our fraught times. “Depression, suicide, anxiety and addic-
tion, including wealth addiction, are rampant and threaten to 
crumble industrialized societies from within,” he writes, “play-
ing into the hands of demagogues and the greedy. The author 
is clearly in tune with his surroundings, and the environment 
plays a crucial role in these thought pieces. Arguing that we “are 
moving from dogmatic religion established by male hierarchies 
and based on supernatural revelation to open-sourced religion 
established by consensus and based on Nature,” McCall leaves 
room for differing interpretations of divinity. Such comments 
as evolution being “the music of the spheres” open up different 

avenues of approach to the natural and spiritual worlds, all of 
which emphasize the author’s sense that “every creature is kin.” 
McCall tries hard to be relatable, and he mostly succeeds in 
serving as an affable guide to the complex mysteries and mar-
vels of existence. For example, note his description of a par-
ticularly spectacular solar display: “Like a glimpse of the bone 
structure of the cosmos, and the bones were made of light.” It’s 
not all love and light, however, as the author also addresses such 
topics as climate change, income inequality, and estate taxes, 

“instituted by our founders to prevent the growth of a wealthy 
aristocratic class, as in Europe.” There are a few stumbles: The 
Permian extinction erased more than 90% of the planet’s spe-
cies, not 50%, and the author’s discussion of intelligent evo-
lution could use further consideration. More often than not, 
however, McCall hits the nail squarely on the head, and quo-
tations from Thoreau, Whitman, Longfellow, Tecumseh, Welty, 
Dillard, and others add shading.

Rewarding, ripe wisdom for a life lived with open eyes 
and a caring soul.

WILD MINDS 
The Artists and 
Rivalries That Inspired 
the Golden Age of Animation
Mitenbuler, Reid
Atlantic Monthly (432 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-8021-2938-3  

Entertaining history of early cartoon 
animation.

Demonstrating impassioned research 
and technical know-how, Mitenbuler presents a series of histori-
cal anecdotes that, sequenced together, bring to life one of the 
world’s most beloved art forms. When Winsor McCay, creator of 
the “Little Nemo” comics, debuted his first moving drawings in 
1911, he jolted an entire industry to its feet. During the next few 
decades, a network of feuding production studios emerged, each 
trying to one-up the other with their inventiveness and intellec-
tual properties. It was a cutthroat business, often leaving anima-
tors at odds with their executives. Otto Messmer, for example, 
the artist behind Felix the Cat, was frequently overlooked while 
his producer, Pat Sullivan, basked in fame and merchandis-
ing success. A rivalry brewed between Walt Disney, whose new 
animation studio wowed audiences with shorts like the “The 
Skeleton Dance” (1929), and Max Fleischer, the man behind the 
Betty Boop and Popeye cartoons and inventor of technical mar-
vels like the rotoscope. Mitenbuler chronicles the debut of Snow 
White and the Seven Dwarfs in 1937 and the unusual production of 
Disney’s 1940 music-animation hybrid Fantasia while also giving 
ample time to the rambunctious crew behind Looney Tunes and 
the various hijinks on the Warner Brothers lot. The narrative 
crackles with captivating charm, adding color and nuance to a 
cast of familiar cartoon faces. The author is skilled at exploring 
historical context and tracks how most turns in the industry were 
reactionary, shifts in response to not just popular trends, but to 



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

labor politics, the Great Depression, and World War II. In the 
words of a Disney memo on his studio’s core philosophies, “we 
cannot do the fantastic things based on the real unless we first 
know the real.” Mitenbuler, too, proves adept at this tenet and, 
like a one-man animation department, effortlessly renders both 
celluloid and background.

A finely drawn history of a critical period in the history 
of animation.

AMBITIOUS HONOR
George Armstrong Custer’s 
Life of Service and Lust for 
Fame
Mueller, James E.
Univ. of Oklahoma (392 pp.) 
$32.95  |  Nov. 19, 2020
978-0-8061-6720-6  

Rummaging among the well-picked-
over bones of George Armstrong Custer.

Mueller, a professor of journalism, 
begins on a note that many historians would find—well, unhis-
torical: namely, the observation of a contemporary painter that 
Civil War leaders such as Grant, Sheridan, and Sherman had the 
visage of a soldier, “a hooded look where the skin hangs down 
from the eyebrow over the upper eyelid,” whereas Custer had 
the bright-eyed, eager look of an intellectual and artist, one 

“drawn to creative endeavors like writing and performing.” That 
“artistic temperament,” writes the author, suggests that had 
Custer survived Little Big Horn, he might have become a writer 
or a lecturer like Mark Twain, or he might even have signed on 
to Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show. As it is, Custer was an indif-
ferent student but an ardent writer at West Point, where he’d 
enrolled, Mueller suggests, simply in order to get an education; 
he would later have to be reined in by editors skillful enough to 
cut through his orotund language. But he was also a showman: 
When appointed to command in the Civil War, where he unde-
niably showed ample soldiering skills, he learned the fine arts 
of costumery (growing his hair long and wearing bright cloth-
ing and a broad-brimmed hat) and gallantry far beyond con-
spicuousness. In short, as Mueller holds, he became a kind of 
polar opposite of his commander, Ulysses S. Grant: “One is the 
flamboyant, imaginative, and creative type, a soldier who often 
skirts or breaks the rules but gets things done. The other is 
more solid and conventional. One likes the show business side 
of the military, the uniforms, parades, and glory. The other pro-
vides the strategy and eschews the limelight.” Yes, Custer liked 
the pageantry, but it’s his military skill—and lack of caution, at 
the end—that we remember him for.

An ancillary addition to the Custer shelves.

AN OUTSIDER’S GUIDE 
TO HUMANS
What Science Taught Me 
About What We Do and Who 
We Are
Pang, Camilla
Viking (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-984881-63-2  

An exploration of human nature 
from the perspective of a scientist with 

Asperger’s syndrome.
Pang, who holds a doctorate in bioinformatics, was diag-

nosed with autism spectrum disorder when she was 8. At the 
mild end of the spectrum, individuals with Asperger’s have dif-
ficulty picking up social cues, but they are often intelligent and 
creative. Recounting her childhood and teen years, she describes 
how she was “immune from peer pressure” and eagerly observed 
the strange “ecosystem” of playground cliques and subcultures. 
Fascinated by science, she excelled at the university level and 
discovered that familiarity with natural phenomena gave her 
unique insights into human behavior, which she generously 
shares with readers. Though scientists generally don’t compare 
the brain to a computer anymore, Pang likes the idea. She points 
out that humans think in simplistic patterns, whereas a com-
puter algorithm can draw conclusions from unstructured, com-
plex data. “It’s time to admit that your computer thinks outside 
the box more readily than you do,” she writes. On the outside, 
humans interact with clumsy inefficiency; the proteins making 
up our body get it right. They know their role, respect their 
peers, and work as a team despite entirely individual capabili-
ties. A dip into thermodynamics reveals that “everything you do 
in your life to create order…gets undone sooner or later, and you 
have to do it all over again.” Probability theory does not reveal 
the future but easily separates the inevitable from the unlikely. 
Readers will enjoy Pang’s parallels between scientific principles 
and social behavior, although her forays into mathematics are 
less successful in the absence of clear explanations of proposi-
tions such as Bayes’ theorem. Whether readers will draw practi-
cal advice is uncertain, but they will encounter a vivid picture 
of how an individual with Asperger’s views the world. As the 
author writes, “we need to understand, and embrace, our differ-
ences—our weirdness—to benefit from the kind of efficiency 
that biological creations enjoy by design.”

Ingenious pop psychology.

Ingenious pop psychology.
an outsider’s guide to humans



BRAVEY 
Chasing Dreams, 
Befriending Pain, and 
Other Big Ideas
Pappas, Alexi
Dial Press (336 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-984801-12-8  

A celebrity running memoir on the 
outside; on the inside, an instruction 
manual for thriving based on a lifetime 

of hard-earned wisdom.
Add writing to Pappas’ domains of success. Her debut book 

is decidedly more literary in sensibility and execution than the 
average career retrospective of a professional athlete, which 
befits the author’s artistic bona fides. She starred in two fea-
ture films, Tracktown and Olympic Dreams, both of which she 
co-wrote and the former of which she also co-directed. Prior to 
her film career, she turned down multiple offers to MFA pro-
grams in poetry in order to pursue her track career, and she set a 
national record in the 10,000-meter race for Greece in the 2016 
Olympics. That’s a lot of material, but Pappas doesn’t merely list 
her accomplishments; she aims to tell the story of her becoming. 
Throughout her psychologically astute text, she draws valuable 
insights for readers, whom she imagines as younger versions of 
herself. From the first page, Pappas is vulnerable, honest, and 
courageous—not to mention funny. Whether writing about 
social awkwardness, professional disappointments, or her 
mother’s suicide, she maintains a buoyant spirit that becomes 
wonderfully contagious. Keeping the right distance from her 
stories, the author is able to write with deep feeling without 
being overcome by those feelings. Each essay reaches its own 
satisfying conclusion while also contributing to the arc of the 
narrative. Pappas is clearly experienced at turning the material 
of her life into meaningful lessons. “For every fun moment of 
victory in this book, there are uncomfortable and humiliating 
moments, too,” she writes. “I am the sum of all of them. I want 
to show you the whole picture, the bad pain and the good pain. 
This book is gore and glory. This book is about making a life, 
not just living a life. We will grow up together here.”

Inspiring, yes, but more to the point, genuinely empow-
ering. An utterly winning collection of personal essays.

LOVED AND WANTED
A Memoir of Choice, Children, 
and Womanhood
Parravani, Christa
Henry Holt (224 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-250-75684-8  

An unexpected pregnancy reveals a 
crisis in women’s health care.

In an intimate, affecting follow-up 
to her well-received debut memoir, Her 

(2013), Parravani recounts the complicated circumstances sur-
rounding the birth of her third child. At the age of 40, a year 
after her second daughter was born, the author discovered she 
was pregnant. The news was dismaying: Her marriage was foun-
dering, her family was financially unstable, and with a full-time 
job as a creative writing teacher, she felt she could not manage 
another child. Soon, however, she found that access to an abor-
tion was severely circumscribed. In Morgantown, West Virginia, 
where she had moved for her teaching job, she could not find 
a provider; by the time she found one, located hours away in 
Pittsburgh, her pregnancy was too far along. Parravani cites 
the Turnaway Study, which examined women’s motivations for 
seeking an abortion, and she echoes those findings: “Nobody 
goes to a clinic or a doctor and joyfully ends a pregnancy,” she 
writes. “Nobody wants an abortion. They do it because they’re 
broke, or alone, or need to care for the children they already 
have, or because they can’t or don’t want to raise a baby.” In 
West Virginia, lack of access to abortion was consistent with 
poor health care overall. The state has one of the nation’s high-
est infant and child mortality rates as well as the nation’s high-
est levels of drinking water contaminants and number of opioid 
deaths. When her youngest daughter needed to see a pediatric 
urologist, she found only one practitioner in a state with the 
highest risk of kidney and renal failure in the country. When 
her son was born jaundiced, with a broken clavicle and need-
ing tongue-tie surgery, his needs were not addressed. But more 
than West Virginia’s medical shortcomings, Parravani focuses 
on women’s reproductive rights. “Choice,” she asserts, “bolsters 
the miraculous attachment we have to our babies.”

A candid, personal look at the political and cultural forces 
shaping women’s lives.

CAN’T EVEN 
How Millennials 
Became the Burnout 
Generation
Petersen, Anne Helen
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Sep. 22, 2020
978-0-358-31507-0  

Why millennials are struggling to 
catch up to the prosperity enjoyed by 
previous generations.

Stress, student debt, increasing income inequality, the need 
to achieve and fill every moment of time with an activity or 
endeavor that will look good on a CV—these are just some of 
the reasons why the millennial generation is having a difficult 
time maintaining the same level of success as the boomers. In 
articulate and persuasive prose, former Buzzfeed senior culture 
writer Petersen delivers a cogent explanation of the millennial 
landscape, incorporating in-depth research, interviews, and her 
own experiences to define the problems that millennials face 
as they attempt to live up to high, occasionally near-impossible 
expectations. “We were raised to believe that if we worked hard 
enough, we could win the system—of American capitalism and 
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meritocracy—or at least live comfortably within it,” writes the 
author. “But something happened in the late 2010s. We looked 
up from our work and realized, there’s no winning the system 
when the system itself is broken. We’re the first generation 
since the Great Depression where many of us will find ourselves 
worse off than our parents. The overarching trend of upward 
mobility has finally reversed itself, smack dab into the prime 
earning years of our lives.” Petersen provides an appropriate 
amount of historical context—especially regarding demograph-
ics, economics, and labor issues—from the Great Depression 
to the present, which allows readers to clearly see the shift peo-
ple have undergone in their thinking about what constitutes 
success or happiness. This chronicle of changes is well worth 
reading, as the author explains so much about life in the age of 
Trump. Throw in the candid discussions by millennials—most 
of whom are burned out and can’t find satisfaction in their lives, 
even as they work diligently—and the book becomes an even 
more useful and insightful series of lessons.

A well-researched and -rendered analysis of why so many 
millennials feel overwhelmed despite their best efforts.

HEINRICH HEINE
Writing the Revolution
Prochnik, George
Yale Univ. (336 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Nov. 24, 2020
978-0-300-23654-5  

A concise, fast-paced biography of 
the German poet, critic, and essayist.

As part of Yale’s Jewish Lives series, 
Prochnik, whose previous subjects include 
Stefan Zweig and Gershom Scholem, takes 

a sympathetic look at the life and work of Heinrich Heine (1797-
1856). Born in Düsseldorf and having grown up under French rule, 
Heine developed a devotion to Napoleon that never waned. 
Under French occupation, Jews were granted civil rights, and 
Heine’s ambitious mother hoped her son would rise in the 
French bureaucracy. In 1814, however, when anti-Semitism once 
again pervaded post-Napoleonic Germany, Heine’s mother 
revised her goals: Heinrich should become a financier or law-
yer, professions in which the young man had no interest. At uni-
versities in Bonn, Göttingen, and Berlin, although enrolled in 
law classes, Heine pursued a literary career, publishing poetry 
and a series of letters in which he vented his critique of grow-
ing German nationalism and narrow-mindedness. Although the 
letters attracted public attention, they also provoked derision 
that, Prochnik notes, “exacerbated his sense of persecution.” 
He was drawn into membership in the short-lived Society for 
the Culture and Science of the Jews, whose mission was to raise 
the image of Jews through education. Later, hoping to promote 
his professional chances, he converted to Protestantism, a futile 
gesture, he discovered: “Jews saw him as a traitor, while Chris-
tians viewed him as corrupting their faith from within.” Proch-
nik recounts significant connections: to Hegel, “Heine’s first 
great man of ideas”; Goethe, who gave him an “icy reception” 

when they met; and Karl Marx, who became a close friend 
in Paris, where the gregarious Heine also counted among his 
friends George Sand, Alexandre Dumas, Frederic Chopin, and 
Gérard Nerval. Heine championed liberalism, justice, and art 
just as he disparaged nationalistic tribalism and the anti-Jewish 
sentiment that dogged him throughout his life.

A discerning portrait of the writer and his times.

THE STORY OF 
EVOLUTION IN 25 
DISCOVERIES 
The Evidence and the People 
Who Found It
Prothero, Donald R.
Columbia Univ.  (384 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Dec. 22, 2020
978-0-231-19036-7  

Compelling lessons by the veteran 
science writer.

Though he sticks to his traditional 25-chapter layout—e.g., 
The Story of Life in 25 Fossils, etc.—geologist and paleontologist 
Prothero usually describes more than one discovery per chap-
ter. He delivers thorough, lucid lessons in evolution so compre-
hensive that science buffs may skip the most familiar parts but 
eat up gems such as an entire chapter on the evolution of the 
elephant and the whale. The author devotes several chapters 
to astronomy, describing the evolution of the universe and the 
discovery, barely a century ago, of the Earth’s great age. Darwin 
makes his entrance in the third chapter and rarely leaves the nar-
rative, both because of his discovery—not evolution, an ancient 
concept, but natural selection—and his simple charisma as a 
subject of study. On the Origin of Species, published in 1859, was a 
bombshell that galvanized his contemporaries and generations 
of scientists that followed. He sorts out several ancient conun-
drums. That evolution cannot explain the dazzlingly complex 
eye is an ancient conundrum, but Prothero explains it. Many 
readers have seen the smooth progression of horse evolution 
from the dog-sized eohippus to the modern stallion, but that 
turns out to be wrong. In the concluding chapters, the author 
dutifully reviews the human family tree, fossils, and DNA, but 
he adds spice by emphasizing that we are continuing to evolve—
although not into the giant-headed creatures often depicted in 
science fiction. Evolution, Prothero reminds us, aims for adap-
tation, not improvement. Brains have changed little in the past 
few hundred thousand years, but our teeth continue to shrink. 
White skin evolved about 20,000 years ago, adults acquired the 
ability to digest milk 8,000 years ago, and we’re becoming more 
resistant to disease. Like many science writers, Prothero can-
not resist the temptation to urge creationists to examine the 
evidence, a futile effort because creationists believe they pos-
sess the truth, and truth—unlike theories such as evolution—
doesn’t require evidence.

An outstanding update on evolution.

An outstanding update on evolution.
the story of evolution in 25 discoveries
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DANCING IN 
THE MOSQUE 
An Afghan Mother’s 
Letter to Her Son
Qaderi, Homeira
Trans. by Stanizai, Zaman
Harper/HarperCollins (224 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-06-297031-2  

A powerful narrative of a life marked 
by courage and despair.

In a riveting memoir, Qaderi recounts her life story for the 
son she left behind in Afghanistan. When she refused to accept 
her husband’s taking a second wife, he divorced her, taking away 
their 19-month-old child. “Every day I regret my decision to 
leave you,” she writes in a moving testimony to her love. The 
author was a young girl during the brutal Russian occupation 
of Afghanistan; two years after the Russians left in 1989, the 
Taliban rose to power. Suddenly streets were filled with “young 
men with beards and long hair and kohl eyeliner…tall and thin 
as if they had been starved for years.” They instituted Sharia law, 
closed girls schools, and forbade reading; those who disobeyed 
were publicly whipped or worse. Describing herself as a trou-
blemaker, Qaderi rebelled, daring to home-school girls when 
she was 13 and soon secretly teaching girls, boys, and even two 
young members of the Taliban within a mosque. It was there 
that one of her students taught her to dance—at the risk of 
all their lives. Boldly, Qaderi managed to set up a writing class 
under the guise of learning needlework. Merely being female 
made her physically vulnerable. She was twice sexually harassed, 
once by a lewd religious leader. Taliban men often forced young 
girls to marry them, a fate she feared. At the age of 17, her family 
considered her lucky to marry a local man, and she was taken to 
live with his family in Tehran. There, women’s freedom amazed 
her. “In Iran,” she writes, “a good woman could be an indepen-
dent and educated woman.” Married for 15 years to a husband 
she grew to love, and who supported her accomplishments, she 
was shocked when, after they returned to Kabul, he announced 
that he would take another wife—an act she could not abide.

An unvarnished, memorable portrayal of a mother’s grief 
and love.

HITLER AND STALIN 
The Tyrants and the 
Second World War
Rees, Laurence
PublicAffairs (528 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-61039-964-7  

A dual biography of two of history’s 
most notorious dictators from a master his-
torian who has “spent the last thirty years 
making documentaries and writing books 

about the Third Reich, Stalinism and the Second World War.”

Referencing and updating Alan Bullock’s Hitler and Stalin: 
Parallel Lives (1992), British historian Rees uses “millions of 
words of original eyewitness testimony,” much of it never pub-
lished before, to create this rich biographical and historical 
study. “Hitler and Stalin were catapulted into prominence only 
in the wake of an epoch-shattering event over which they had 
no control,” World War I, and both believed they had the per-
fect vision for building and maintaining power for their nations. 
After the incisive, context-setting preface and introduction, 
the author proceeds in largely chronological fashion, beginning 
with the 1939 nonaggression pact that divided Poland, an agree-
ment so cynical between the two former ideological enemies, 
the Communists and the Nazis, that even Stalin did not believe 
the global community would accept it. “The Soviet and Nazi 
governments may have been far apart in their ideological and 
political goals,” writes Rees, “but in the practical mechanics 
of oppression they were closely linked.” Both dictators pre-
sided over unprecedented programs of mass deportations and 
launched ambitious military plans to opposite effect—e.g., Sta-
lin’s obliteration of the elite officer corps left his army weakened 
while Hitler was able to invade Western Europe. As the inva-
sion of Russia became imminent, Hitler professed overweening 
confidence and Stalin dithered; the Russian leader was incom-
petent as a military commander, but he had to project a fatherly 
air to keep up morale. Each leader demonstrated “monumental 
disdain for the suffering of his troops,” and each understood the 
power of hunger as a method of control. Ultimately, they shared 
an idea that Stalin articulated: “War is pitiless…there must be 
no mercy.” Rees concludes with an appalling comparison of 
their respective numbers killed and how “of the two tyrants…
it is Hitler who is more broadly seen as a symbol of evil today.”

Via meticulous research and mesmerizing testimonies, 
Rees expertly reveals the “malleability of the human mind.”

POWER ON THE INSIDE
A Global History of 
Prison Gangs
Roth, Mitchel P.
Reaktion Books (352 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Nov. 19, 2020
978-1-78914-323-2  

Eye-opening examination of the differ-
ent hierarchies and ideologies employed by 
prison gangs around the world.

In many instances, writes criminol-
ogy professor Roth, prison gangs are essential units of self-gov-
ernment in places where institutional management is weak. In 
the Philippines, for example, they provide a “network of social 
support in what is generously described as an overcrowded and 
deprived environment.” Similarly, the Neapolitan Camorra was 
the only branch of the too widely applied term Mafia to have 
been born inside the prison walls, where its leaders maintained 
order and discipline on behalf of the wardens for a hefty fee, 
even while “taxing prisoners for every facet of their prison exis-
tence.” Some prison systems have a clear ethnic component. 
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The laws of apartheid South Africa, for example, “guaranteed 
that a large proportion of black South African males would be 
exposed to the criminal justice system at one time or another,” 
and the structure of New Zealand justice is such that while Mao-
ris represent a small portion of the population, they constitute 
about half of the country’s prisoners. The U.S. is, interestingly, 
broad-based in its ethnic representation owing to what Roth 
characterizes as a vast expansion of the prison system begin-
ning in the 1950s. The country has the world’s largest popula-
tion of prisoners, but “its prisons are comparative sanctuaries 
of safety and order” in which the bloody riots common in places 
like Guatemala and El Salvador seldom occur. Even so, Ameri-
can prisons are carved up into territories belonging to groups 
such as the Mexican Mafia and the Aryan Nations that operate 
both inside and outside the walls and exact a harsh justice sys-
tem of their own. Ranging across the world, Roth closes with 
the ominous prediction that prisons are likely to remain over-
crowded and gang-infested well into the future since “a much 
larger supply of potential gang recruits looms on the horizon as 
the world’s population gets younger.”

A revealing study with broad implications for policymak-
ers and law enforcement.

DONALD TRUMP V. 
THE UNITED STATES 
Inside the Struggle To 
Stop a President
Schmidt, Michael S.
Random House (448 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Sep. 1, 2020
978-1-984854-66-7  

A damning portrait of the “dangerous 
figure” occupying the White House.

But her emails! As New York 
Times reporter Schmidt writes, in its investigation of Hillary 
Clinton’s use of a private server for official correspondence, the 
FBI found more than 100 instances of sensitive data but no 
reason to believe that the breaches were intentional. It’s a far 
more benign case than any that the author offers with Donald 
Trump in the lead role. FBI director James Comey, who brought 
up the Clinton emails right before the 2016 election, suspected 
ties between Trump’s campaign and Russian help, the leitmotif 
of Schmidt’s book, but his cautious probes were of little help 
to those bound up in the “epic struggle to restrain an unbound 
president.” Granted, Comey busted Michael Flynn early 
on: “He lied to the FBI, and lies suggest cover-ups. Now, the 
relationship between Trump, his associates, and the Russians 
appeared even more suspicious.” Trump asked Comey to let 
Flynn slide, a wish he wouldn’t get for three years, when William 
Barr did just that, proving that “the president had bent Wash-
ington to his will.” Schmidt’s account embraces the star-crossed 
Mueller Report, its lead author hobbled by orders from above 
that he not investigate Trump’s financial ties to Russia, even as 
Trump constantly threatened to fire him. Central to the story 
is Trump’s former counsel, Don McGahn, “one of the main 

reasons Mueller knew so much.” McGahn cooperated with 
investigators (and, reluctantly and briefly, with Schmidt) even 
though he was fearful that Trump would fire him, too, before he 
could finish his project of packing the courts with conservative 
judges. In this complicated, twisting narrative, the author notes 
that while the Mueller Report is seemingly moot, it provides 
prosecutors the wherewithal to charge Trump with crimes after 
he leaves office—one reason for Trump not to want to do so.

A detailed, deeply reported portrait of a president will-
fully obstructing justice—with plenty of help.

A WOLF AT THE 
SCHOOLHOUSE DOOR
The Dismantling of Public 
Education and the Future of 
School
Schneider, Jack & Berkshire, Jennifer
The New Press (256 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-62097-494-0  

A stern warning about the conserva-
tive agenda to tear down the public edu-

cation system.
Schneider and Berkshire, hosts of the education podcast Have 

You Heard, present a cogent argument against the ongoing assault 
on our public schools as an institution. For decades now, there has 
been a movement to make education something families should be 
able to shop for, be it public, private, parochial, charter, virtual, or 
home-schooling. The authors examine the ideological roots of the 
movement and the core policies of the dismantling agenda. They 
believe that the conservative animus against public education is 
caused by its high tax cost in state budgets, the unionization of 
its workforce, the generally progressive curriculum, and the host 
of regulations and attendant bureaucracy. Curiously, the authors 
do not consider in much depth the roles of bigotry and classism 
within the traditions of local control, taxpayer support, and open 
access, but they offer particularly good explanations of neo-vouch-
ers—“a cottage industry of fraud and chaos,” in one reporter’s 
words—education savings accounts, scam-laden building leases 
and management fees, and the private-governance model for char-
ter schools. They also deliver a rather dire picture of the role of 
teachers, all of whom are underpaid, especially in the virtual-learn-
ing environment, where educators are reduced to helpers who will 
inevitably find their way into the gig economy. Consequently, if you 
don’t have to pay union wages for teachers, you will free up money 
for advertising, which will become an increasingly expensive part 
of the school picture as various school types compete for student 
tuition dollars. Some progressives, too, have shown their anxious-
ness to “forc[e] competition on a public education monopoly,” 
which shadows the conservative argument that “if the taxpayer 
is paying for the education”—as in charter schools—“it’s public 
education.”

A vigorous, well-informed broadside against the marketi-
zation of the education system in the U.S.

In this complicated, twisting narrative, the author notes
that while the Mueller Report is seemingly moot, it provides

prosecutors the wherewithal to charge Trump with crimes after
he leaves office—one reason for Trump not to want to do so.

donald trump v.  the united states
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INVENTING THE WORLD
Venice and the 
Transformation of Western 
Civilization
Small, Meredith F.
Pegasus (336 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-64313-538-0  

Venice does not lack admirers, but 
this is an inventive addition to a crowded 
genre.

An anthropologist at Cornell, Small emphasizes the city’s 
social structure as she describes “how one small place had an 
outsized influence on the development of Western culture.” 
Venice lovers already familiar with plaudits by other travelers 
and historians will enjoy this different perspective. At its peak, 
historical Venice was far from the largest city in Italy, let alone 
Europe. A republic for more than 1,000 years, its government 
was an oligarchy with a weak leader (duke or “doge”) and an 
economy based on trade. Throughout history, an obsession 
with making money, although unattractive in an individual, was 
a feature of the most liberal societies. “Cutthroat” competition 
among Venice’s businessmen was rarely taken literally, which was 
not the case in other nations, where disagreements in religion 
or politics routinely ended in bloodshed. A center of European 
culture and science during the Renaissance, Venice paid little 
attention to papal strictures. Galileo’s troubles with religious 
authorities took place after he left. Taking advantage of the first 
copyright laws, Venetians established great publishing houses 
and invented the paperback, most punctuation marks, and the 
thesaurus. Small gives its heralded arts a nod but focuses mostly 
on its spectacular stream of new ideas, techniques, and inven-
tions. To facilitate business, Venetians invented double-entry 
bookkeeping, national banks, government bonds, and reliable 
currency. Modern experimental medicine began at the Univer-
sity of Padua, then part of Venice. Other firsts include patent 
laws, eyeglasses, a department of health, public defenders, and 
national surveys and maps. Most readers know that rising seas 
are a critical danger, but Small also points out that Venice may 
be the first city destroyed by tourism. Its shrinking population 
of about 50,000 hosts 22 million visitors per year, who pack 
its streets and canals more densely than Disneyland in an area 
not much bigger. The book includes a “chronology of Venetian 
inventions.”

An enthusiastic appreciation of a unique, increasingly 
vulnerable city.

UNSINKABLE 
Five Men and the 
Indomitable Run of the 
USS Plunkett
Sullivan, James
Scribner (416 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Dec. 8, 2020
978-1-982147-63-1  

The captivating story of a World War 
II destroyer that saw plenty of action.

While conducting research on the 
Plunkett, which was “all over the place, intersecting with the 
greatest events and personages of the war,” Sullivan discovered 
that several crew members were still alive, so he interviewed 
nonagenarian veterans, as well as their children and grandchil-
dren, in addition to his diligent combing of archives, journals, 
and ship’s logs. The result is a vivid portrait of the sailors, wives, 
girlfriends, and families and their world, in which the Plunkett’s 
battles often seem like interludes. As is typical in war, tedium 
was the norm, excitement came at rare intervals, and one hor-
rendous incident ensured the ship’s place in history. Launched 
in 1940, the Plunkett was one of 514 destroyers that fought 
WWII; 71 were lost, the most of any ship. Even before war 
broke out, the Plunkett escorted convoys to Britain across the 
North Atlantic. In November 1942, it accompanied a massive 
fleet and army that crossed to North Africa during Operation 
Torch. In July 1943, the Allies invaded Sicily, and the Luftwaffe 
sank many Allied ships—but not the Plunkett, which also nar-
rowly escaped damage during the invasion of the Italian main-
land at Salerno. Matters changed on Jan. 24, 1944 in the sea off 
Anzio, where a swarm of attackers seemed to target the Plunkett. 
Countless bombs missed, but one struck, causing terrible dam-
age and killing 53 men. Sullivan delivers a gripping account of 
what followed as the men fought the fires, rescued survivors, 
retrieved bodies and body parts, and limped into harbor. After 
three months of repairs in the U.S., the ship returned to Europe 
to serve again. Sullivan has done his homework, and readers will 
enjoy his generous digressions into biography, courtship, shore-
leave horseplay, shipboard politics, and a postwar summary.

An outstanding addition to the still-active genre of 
WWII histories focusing on a single unit, ship, or bomber.
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BEGINNERS
The Joy and Transformative 
Power of Lifelong Learning
Vanderbilt, Tom
Knopf (320 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-5247-3216-5  

A middle-aged journalist engages his 
childlike curiosity—and argues that you 
should, too.

A cynic might call the idea for this 
book gimmicky, complete with ready-

made marketing ideas (imagine click-bait articles about 10 new 
things to try this year). But as he did in Traffic and You May Also 
Like: Taste in an Age of Endless Choice, Vanderbilt brings heft to 
the enterprise, which is very much in the A.J. Jacobs vein. He 
expresses seemingly genuine curiosity in his various new hobbies, 
spending considerable time learning to surf, sing, draw, juggle, 
and play chess. It’s clear that the author isn’t mailing it in, and he 
displays the engaging style that has characterized his magazine 
articles in Wired, Slate, Popular Science, and elsewhere. He com-
poses lucid prose and explains concepts—foremost, this is a book 
about learning—with relative ease, and his thesis is practical and 
worthwhile. As Vanderbilt demonstrates, learning novel skills has 
benefits aside from the skills being acquired. In our utilitarian 
culture, there’s value in learning new things—even if they are not 
directly applicable to your job or don’t directly help with a DIY 
home improvement project, and even if you’re not young. Tak-
ing up wholly new pursuits, not to become an expert but rather 
to activate the otherwise dormant “beginner’s mind,” has myriad 
benefits. The sections of the book that elucidate those benefits 
are compelling, but sections in which we “watch” the novice 
practice singing and the like—in some cases, lengthy play-by-
play passages—won’t appeal to everyone. (The chapter on draw-
ing is perhaps the most appealing.) Ultimately, these deep dives 
support Vanderbilt’s convincing argument that new is good. The 
text is a useful “handbook for the clueless, a first-aid kit for the 
crushed ego, a survival guide for coping with this most painful, 
most poignant stage: the awkward, self-conscious, exhilarating 
dawning of the novice.”

A solid beginner’s guide to beginning.

PRISONER OF WARS
A Hmong Fighter Pilot’s 
Story of Escaping Death and 
Confronting Life 
Vang, Chia Youyee with Yang, Pao
Temple Univ. Press (162 pp.) 
$24.95 paper  |  Dec. 4, 2020
978-1-4399-1939-2  

A brief look at America’s secret war 
in Laos, the Hmong diaspora, and the 
refugee experience via the story of a 
Hmong pilot and POW.

Vang, the director of the Hmong Diaspora Studies Program 
at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, brings Pao Yang’s 
story to life in a narrative that “overwhelmingly reflects the 
interpretations of Pao and his generation regarding their lives.” 
Born to a Hmong family in Laos in 1948 (“plus or minus a year”), 
Pao had few opportunities, but he eventually enrolled in train-
ing to become a fighter pilot. At the time, the U.S. was already 
enmeshed in the Vietnam War, and Laos had become an impor-
tant front. However, because it was officially neutral, American 
troops could not operate in an overt manner, so they trained 
Southeast Asians to fight for them. Pao, hoping to make a liv-
ing, found himself thrust into a complex network of competing 
national and ethnic interests. Here, he narrates the story of his 
early life, training, capture, and eventual escape—first to Thai-
land and then to the U.S. In addition to conveying Pao’s story, 
Vang carried out extensive interviews with Pao’s two wives: one 
to whom he was married before his capture and one whom he 
married after his release. The story of Pao’s life unfolds through 
these recollections, providing a first-person perspective on 
events that affected entire nations. When these close-up nar-
ratives do not provide enough context, Vang inserts additional 
historical details. The braiding of one man’s personal story 
with the history of his people is executed effectively, and the 
text touches on aspects of U.S. foreign policy, Asian American 
identity, and generational trauma. While some shifts between 
topics and voices are stilted, Pao’s story shines through, offering 
a useful portrait of an ethnic group with which many American 
readers are unfamiliar.

A blend of oral history and historical context that sheds 
light on one of the many overlooked consequences of war.

WE TOO
Essays on Sex Work and 
Survival
Ed. by West, Natalie with Horn, Tina
Feminist Press (336 pp.) 
$24.95 paper  |  Feb. 9, 2021
978-1-55861-285-3  

Current and former sex workers 
sound off in a collection of essays edited 
by West, a former professional domina-
trix with a doctorate in gender studies.

In this hit-or-miss gathering, West, with the assistance of 
Horn, brings together original writing and reprints from Tits 
and Sass and other media. Without arguing that the U.S. should 
legalize prostitution, contributors show the many forms of 
harm that result from criminalizing it. Veteran sex workers 
set limits on acts they will perform, but clients often cross 
boundaries and claim that assaults—ranging from dangerous 
chokeholds to rape—were part of BDSM or other agreed-on 
services. Victims who report such crimes risk prosecution, 
self-incriminations, or, if they work in pornography, blacklist-
ing in the industry. Some of the most disturbing essays involve 
the police, who until recently could legally have sex with pros-
titutes they were investigating—in 2017, Michigan became the 
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last state to outlaw the practice. Other entries fault the anti–
human-trafficking law known as FOSTA-SESTA, which shut 
down the sex-marketplace website Backpage but deprived 
sex workers of “independence, safety, and community online.” 
Some show how workers are adapting to the coronavirus pan-
demic with apps and video calls. In weaker essays, contributors 
strike chirpy notes on why they’ve leaned into sex work, using 
clichés about “empowerment” and the “flexible schedule” it 
allows. These gauzy sections dilute the impact of harder-hit-
ting material on sex workers’ need for dignity and rights, and 
the book would have benefited from hard data on the high 
incidence of crimes against sex workers and the public health 
benefits to countries that have legalized prostitution. Absent 
such facts, the book has much anecdotal material of interest 
to supporters of decriminalization, but it isn’t likely to change 
minds on the issue.

Useful for advocates of legalizing prostitution but 
unlikely to make converts to the cause.

FUNDAMENTALS 
Ten Keys to Reality
Wilczek, Frank
Penguin Press (272 pp.)
$26.00  |  January 12, 2021
978-0-7352-2379-0

The Nobel laureate digs back in to 
the fundamentals of modern physics, 
which not only provide a basic structure 
for how the universe works, but also sug-
gest how humanity fits into the frame.

In his fifth book on the nature of physical reality, MIT 
physics professor Wilczek delivers a breathtaking feat of 
popularization, especially in the “simplified” way he presents 
and dissects 10 fundamental principles in fields of study rang-
ing from cosmology to quantum mechanics. He is rigorous in 
distinguishing fact from speculation and science from pseudo-
science, and he is comprehensive (given the limitations of his 
condensed approach) in describing the nature of the observa-
tions and experiments that establish those facts. The author 
makes some informed guesses about the future of research and 
discovery, and he offers a detailed appendix that expands on 
some of the principles discussed in the main text. While the 
book will be most accessible to readers with some familiarity 
with the science, Wilczek is a cogent writer with the ability to 
lend clarity to many complex, esoteric principles and theories. 
To be sure, the narrative is a mind-bender of the first order—in 
the best way possible—but what makes it so engrossing is that 
the author does far more than just present the facts and specu-
lations, however fascinating; on every page, readers will glean 
his exhilaration and joy in discovery. Although Wilczek does 
not consider the troublesome role hubris has played in the his-
tory of science, and some of his enthusiasms for “exploitation” 
(genetic engineering, artificial intelligence, etc.) don’t always 
address the risks of incautious development, he is a voice of rea-
son above all—not least on human potential and responsibility 

and the critical divide between physical reality and the delu-
sions of religious fundamentalism.

Another winner from Wilczek, who invites us to be born 
again into a richer, deeper understanding of the world.

MELANIA AND ME
The Rise and Fall of My 
Friendship With the 
First Lady
Wolkoff, Stephanie Winston
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster 
(352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Sep. 1, 2020
978-1-9821-5124-9  

Yet another tell-all from a disgrun-
tled Trump administration ex, this time 

from the East Wing.
“Imagine if your close friend suddenly, unexpectedly, became 

one of the most powerful, influential women in the whole world,” 
writes Wolkoff, the founder of a consulting agency and former 
director of special events for Vogue, in this tedious, opportunis-
tic memoir. A few years later, the author read this headline on 
the front page of the New York Times: “Trump’s Inaugural Com-
mittee Paid $26 Million to First Lady’s Friend.” As Wolkoff 
writes, “my personal compensation for my work on the inau-
guration that I retained was $480,000….Many people working 
on the inauguration made far more than I did.” To be fair, the 
author is one of countless victims of the Trump propensity for 
stiffing former employees and then smearing them publicly, and 
she notes that, after attorney fees, she is “in the hole almost 
a million dollars.” The book deal should help recoup some of 
those expenses. Though the author sets the record straight in 
mind-numbing detail—more than 80 pages cover the day-by-
day planning of the inauguration—she offers scant fresh infor-
mation about Melania or her husband’s administration. Was 
Melania upset about the Access Hollywood tape? No. Is she close 
with Ivanka? No. Throughout the book, which is about 100 
pages too long, the author documents her relationship with her 
former friend via the many texts they exchanged, replete with 
heart emojis and effusive declarations of love—e.g., “I LOVE 
YOU…XOXO.” For far too long, the author admits, she was 
stuck in “Mel-La-Lania Land,” but she fails to provide enough 
interesting material from behind the wall. The best news com-
ing from the book is that at least one 2016 voter has changed her 
mind about DJT, as he is called here.

The kind of book a therapist might tell you to write to get 
it out of your system.
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Another winner from Wilczek, who invites us to be born
again into a richer, deeper understanding of the world.

fundamentals
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EXPEDITION DEEP OCEAN
The First Descent to the 
Bottom of All Five Oceans
Young, Josh
Pegasus (384 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-64313-676-9  

A blow-by-blow chronicle of attempts 
to reach the maximum depths of all five 
oceans.

Victor Vescovo, a wealthy explorer 
from Texas, had already made it to the summits of the highest 
peaks on each of the seven continents and skied both poles 
when he decided to seek the bottoms of the Atlantic, Pacific, 
Indian, Arctic, and Southern oceans. While three individuals 
had already traveled by submersible to the Marianas Trench in 
the Pacific Ocean, no one had tackled all five oceans, let alone 
all in the same year. Young narrates the quest in granular detail, 
which works in some places and not in others, much like the 
submersible that Vescovo commissioned to be designed and 
built for his adventure. The construction particulars of the 
submersible, christened the Limiting Factor, are fun to explore 
with Young, as are the “share of gremlins” discovered during 
the sea trials. However, minutiae such as the “high-end cof-
fee maker that produced espresso and lattes” sometimes bog 
down the narrative, which is further complicated by occa-
sional awkward sentences—e.g., “Vescovo and Ramsay had 
extensively review [sic] of metals and eventually, mutually 
concluded that titanium would be the best bet.” On the whole, 
however, the story is readable and entertaining, whether the 
author is discussing drama on the high seas, the objectives 
of the Five Deeps Expedition, as the enterprise came to be 
known, or Vescovo’s love for the great depths: “The solitude 
reminds me of when I fly my helicopter visually and I’m not 
talking to air traffic control…I’m up there looking around not 
being bothered by anyone….Just me and my machine, going 
somewhere, exploring.” Vescovo gradually emerges as a com-
plicated character, one moment expressing his strong ego and 
the next, the humility and respect that must be brought to 
extreme adventuring—and there’s plenty of adventure to be 
found here.

A vigorous tale of human ambition, technical challenge, 
and nervy attitude.

MISTRUST
Why Losing Faith in 
Institutions Provides the 
Tools To Transform Them
Zuckerman, Ethan
Norton (320 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jan. 29, 2021
978-1-324-00260-4  

An overview of the causes of our 
mistrust in the institutions we once held 
sacred.

In this study of how to rebuild faith in society and each 
other and enter into a new compact with our fellow citizens, 
Zuckerman, director of MIT’s Center for Civic Media, exam-
ines the struggle between institutionalists (those who believe 
we can reform existing structures) and insurrectionists (those 
seeking to tear it down and start anew). As organizations grow 
old, they inevitably fall out of touch with those they are meant 
to serve, resulting in widespread mistrust. All readers will agree 
that government, industry, and other trusted bodies have failed 
us in one way or another, and the author provides them with 
ample statistical data to prove it. How best to rebuild that 
trust—from within or without? It would be too easy for Zucker-
man to criticize skeptics and insurrectionists as cranks or luna-
tics. Instead, the author provides solid examples of the many 
insurrectionists who have upended industries, including Uber, 
Tesla, and Airbnb. The founders of these companies identified 
needs missing in the market and leveraged this absence into 
transformative new businesses. Of course, there are downsides, 
which the author shrewdly considers. Uber, for example, has 
wreaked havoc on the taxi industry, forcing many drivers out 
of the business altogether. In the political arena, authoritarian 
power is always a lurking danger. Zuckerman discusses how the 
Sicilian Mafia rose to power as an insurrectionist response to 
inadequate governmental structures. Similarly, elected officials 
such as Donald Trump present themselves as populist insurrec-
tionists, but they often bring with them dangerous strongman 
tactics. “Mistrust,” writes the author, “is the single, critical fac-
tor” that led to his election. Throughout, the author uses con-
crete examples to illustrate his points—sometimes too many 
examples. The narrative could have benefitted from a deeper 
focus on fewer topics.

A wide-ranging, occasionally overwhelming book that 
condemns failed institutions and challenges us to make 
needed change.
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children’s
THE METRIC SYSTEM
Adler, David A.
Illus. by Miller, Edward 
Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-0-8234-4096-2  

Let’s learn about base-10 measure-
ment! (It’s more exciting than you may 
think.)

Meet Jennifer and Robert, or, as they’re sometimes called, 
Jenny and Bob. Regardless of what you call them, they’re the 
same people, just as using English measurements or metric 
measurements doesn’t change the size of an object. So begins 
this picture book that explains how and why a few countries 
use one standard of measurement and many others use an 
alternative. Readers familiar with Adler and Miller’s work will 
feel at home with this title as well. The book features short 
paragraphs to explain the history and the mathematics while 
encouraging readers to consider objects in the book and around 
the home as subjects to measure. The book is perfect for the 
mathematically minded reader, and educators and caregivers 
will also find this useful as a teaching tool. Savvy caregivers can 
use this as a way to introduce educational moments into com-
mon household tasks and chores, such as cooking or grocery 
shopping. Regardless of use, the book will be a welcome and 
necessary addition to many a bookshelf. The only question the 
book doesn’t answer is why the United States holds out against 
using a system that is manifestly easier and in near universal use 
elsewhere. Jenny is depicted with brown skin and straight black 
hair; Bob is depicted with white skin and red hair. 

Add this to your nonfiction list. (conversion guide) (Infor-
mational picture book. 7-11)

RUN, MO, RUN!
Adler, David A.
Illus. by Ricks, Sam
Penguin Young Readers (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-984836-82-3 
Series: Mo Jackson 

Mo has played football, baseball, 
basketball, and soccer—now he’s run-
ning track.

Mo, Jenna, and Dov will be a team in 
a relay race after school, so they practice passing their baton 
to one another after lunch, Mo pocketing his jelly doughnut 

AMARI AND THE NIGHT BROTHERS by B.B. Alston ......................79

HOW TO BUILD AN ORCHESTRA by Mary Auld; 
illus. by Elisa Paganelli ........................................................................81

NIGHT SHADOWS by Barbara DaCosta; illus. by Ed Young ........... 88

I AM THE WIND by Michael Karg; illus. by Sophie Diao ................ 94
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illus. by Andrew Qappik ..................................................................... 96

THE NATURE EXPLORER’S SKETCHBOOK by Jean Mackay ..........97

RITU WEDS CHANDNI by Ameya Narvankar ................................ 99

MR. BROWN’S BAD DAY by Lou Peacock; 
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IT’S NOT VERY COMPLICATED by Samuel Ribeyron .....................102

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

AMARI AND THE
NIGHT BROTHERS
Alston, B.B.
Balzer + Bray/Harper-
Collins (416 pp.)
$17.99  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-0-06-297516-4
Series: Supernatural 
Investigations, 1
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Over two late-summer afternoons 
of animated discussion, librarian 
Roxanne Hsu Feldman and Kirkus 
critic and author Kyle Lukoff met 
via Zoom to determine the six fi-
nalists for the 2020 Kirkus Prize for 
Young Readers’ Literature. There 
was no shortage of tremendous 
books to choose from, but they had 
to narrow it down to six: two pic-
ture books, two middle-grade books, 

and two young adult books. I am thrilled beyond mea-
sure by the four children’s choices. (My colleague Laura 
Simeon writes about the two YA finalists on page 108.)

Derrick Barnes and Gordon C. James, whose Crown 
(Bolden/Agate, 2017) won the 2018 Kirkus Prize along 
with a host of other honors, team up again for I Am 
Every Good Thing (Nancy Paulsen 
Books, Sept. 1), this time ranging 
beyond the barbershop but still 
infusing every word and brush 
stroke with a fierce, protective 
love for Black boys. This poetic 
sequence of affirmations encour-
ages its readers to claim their 
space proudly: “I am an explorer, 
planting a flag on every / square 
foot of this planet where I belong.” That means every 
single square foot, as is implicit in the wide-flung arms 
and legs of the beaming Black speaker. “And without a 
shadow / of a doubt, / I am worthy / to be loved.” No, 
never doubt it.

“We stand / With our songs / And our drums. / We 
are still here,” proclaims the refrain of We Are Water 
Protectors (Roaring Brook, March 17), by Carole Lind-

strom (Anishinaabe/Métis) and il-
lustrated by Michaela Goade (Tlin-
git). Their unnamed Indigenous 
narrator tells readers of the elders’ 
prophecy of “a black snake that 
will destroy the land,” brilliantly 
rendered by Goade as a jointed oil 
pipeline with a snake’s head, fiery 
tongue flicking with menace. But 

the young narrator is joined by many more who “stand 
as ONE” against it. Both a celebration of the resistance 

at Standing Rock and a promise to the Earth that Na-
tive peoples will continue fighting to protect it, the 
book is a powerful assertion that “our spirits have not 
been broken.”

The Girl and the Ghost (Harper/HarperCollins, Aug. 
4) are the eponymous dual protag-
onists of Hanna Alkaf ’s middle-
grade debut. Suraya, the girl, is the 
granddaughter of the witch who 
created the ghost, whom Suraya 
names Pink when he adopts her 
as his new master upon the witch’s 
death. Both thoroughly embedded 
in its Malaysian setting and univer-
sal in its treatment of themes such 
as friendship, bullying, and paren-
tal love, the novel expertly balanc-
es laugh-out-loud humor with chills—wryly amiable as 
Pink can be, he is also dangerous, and he is not the only 
malevolent spirit to haunt this book’s pages. The reso-
lution of Suraya and Pink’s story is by turns thrillingly 
adventurous and utterly heartbreaking.

Della (short for “Delicious” but never call her that) 
is only 10, but she’s experienced a lot in that short de-

cade: the loss of her meth-addict-
ed mother to incarceration, years 
spent after that with her mother’s 
brutish, unloving boyfriend, and 
placement in a foster home with 
older sister Suki after Suki walked 
in as the boyfriend was sexually as-
saulting Della. And, as Della will 
tell you, that’s not the hard part. In 
Fighting Words (Dial, Aug. 11), Kim-
berly Brubaker Bradley fearlessly 

tackles excruciatingly tough topics, setting her story 
in a mostly White East Tennessee community and fil-
tering it all through Della’s candid voice. Della is indel-
ible. (Full disclosure: Bradley is a freelance contributor 
to Kirkus.)

The love of each creator for their characters ema-
nates from every page. I couldn’t be prouder of this 
part of the 2020 Young Readers’ slate. Now we bite our 
nails till the winner is announced on Nov. 5.

Vicky Smith is a young readers’ editor.

the kirkus prize for young 
readers’ literature: picture-book 

and middle-grade finalists

Leah O
verstreet
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to eat later. They use Jenna’s straw for the baton, and try as he 
might, Mo cannot maintain his grip on it. Later on, Mo finds 
the straw a distraction while in class. After school the track 
meet commences, and Mo stands close enough to the long jump 
that his friend Fran crashes into him, smashing the doughnut 
in his pocket. Mo happily eats the messy sweet treat, and then 
it’s time for the relay race, which Mo is anchoring. Their oppo-
nents drop the baton just as Jenna hands it to Mo, and thanks 
to the jelly all over his hand, he holds on all the way to the finish 
line! In Ricks’ friendly illustrations, Mo and Jenna both have 
brown skin and Afro-textured hair while Dov and Fran present 
White; their classmates are diverse. This fourth series entry is, 
like its predecessors, a great book to help emerging readers use 
context clues to infer words’ meanings. It will also help readers 
recognize the beginning, middle, and ending sounds of words—
during class, the children practice AT words such as CAT and 
MAT, not to mention BATon. (This book was reviewed digitally 
with 9-by-12-inch double-page spreads viewed at actual size.)

A solid addition to the early-reader shelf. (Early reader. 5-8)

SORAYA AND THE MERMAID
Alikhan, Salima
Illus. by Sohrabi, Atieh & Naalchigar, 
Jennifer
Reycraft Books (120 pp.) 
$15.95  |  Nov. 6, 2020
978-1-4788-6815-6  

Misfit Soraya must help a mermaid 
escape the aquarium without being seen 
in this series opener.

Fourth grader Soraya’s idol is comic-
book hero Nimbla Moony. Her mom wants her to make real 
friends, but her classmates think she’s weird because of the 
things she says (often inspired by Nimbla Moony’s adventures). 
During a field trip to the aquarium, Soraya wanders off and is 
surprised to spot a human face amid the coral in the Ocean 
Journey exhibit. Even more shocking is when the face turns out 
to belong to a mermaid named Estelle, asking for help. Acci-
dentally captured by fishing nets, Estelle needs Soraya’s help 
getting back to her ocean kingdom. With the help of the aquar-
ium animals, Soraya must be brave like Nimbla Moony and get 
Estelle out of the crowded building without anyone seeing her. 
In the process, Soraya and Estelle discover they have an aston-
ishing amount in common despite their dissimilarities. Alikhan 
pens a sweet story of a forming friendship and how there are 
positives to being different. Themes of an absent parent and 
selflessness are also present. Sohrabi’s bright, colorful, full-page 
illustrations are sprinkled through the 10 short chapters, with 
Soraya’s comic about the adventure, illustrated by Naalchigar, 
at the end. Soraya has pale skin and straight, black hair, and she 
explains her name is Persian. Estelle has brown skin, long, curly 
black hair, and dark eyes.

Action, sea creatures, and a mermaid make this thought-
ful adventure a delight. (Fantasy. 7-10)

A WORLD OF MINDFULNESS
Alladin, Erin
Pajama Press (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-77278-138-0  

Numerous artists illustrate words 
meant to ground readers in the moment.

The simple text of this invitation to mindfulness covers the 
self (“I know who I am”), the body (“when I run, my muscles 
stretch and I feel powerful”), natural surroundings (“I can hear 
birds and breezes”), emotions (“bad feelings are like cold snow 
melting in my hand”), and sensations (“the sun is warm on my 
face”). Designed to bring readers’ attention to what is occurring 
within and around them, the text reads like a guided meditation, 
beginning and ending with “I am here.” Each spread features art 
by a different illustrator, varying in style, with bright colored-
pencil drawings, soft watercolor paintings, mixed-media collage, 
and striking scenes in textured clay. The scenes represent the 
moments and experiences described in the text, and they fea-
ture children of diverse racial and cultural backgrounds. With 
its meditative words that encourage slow reading, this book can 
be used as a practical introduction to mindfulness meditation, 
as an example of the practice, and as a guide. Each illustration 
style works, but the combination undermines the simplicity of 
the book by drawing attention to visual contrasts during the 
first few readings. As the novelty wears off with habitual read-
ing, attention can return to the experience of mindfulness that 
is the book’s strength.

A book that will grow in effectiveness with use. (note) 
(Picture book. 3-7)

AMARI AND THE 
NIGHT BROTHERS 
Alston, B.B.
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (416 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-0-06-297516-4 
Series: Supernatural Investigations, 1 

A 13-year-old girl learns she’s an all-
powerful magician and faces trials as she 
seeks her missing brother.

Amari Peters is tired—tired of being 
belittled and dismissed at her rich private school, where she is 
bullied for being poor and Black. On the last day of school—
fueled by emotions connected to her brother Quinton’s disap-
pearance—Amari loses her cool, costing her the scholarship she 
needs. Next, a mysterious man shows up with news that Quin-
ton has sent her a Broaden Your Horizons kit. Inside she finds 
items that open her eyes to a secret supernatural world, one that 
must remain hidden because people’s fear of things they don’t 
understand too often turns into hatred. Amari is invited to a 
magical training camp hosted by the Bureau of Supernatural 
Affairs, which her mom believes is the same leadership program 
Quinton attended that helped him gain full-ride scholarships 

The author weaves magical whimsy with honest, 
realistically portrayed circumstances, allowing Amari’s 

literal #BlackGirlMagic to shine.
amari and the night brothers 
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to Ivy League colleges. There, she discovers that she’s a magi-
cian, with powers that are illegal. Amari’s single-minded intent 
on finding Quinton leads her on the path to becoming a Junior 
Agent. With the help of those she meets along the way, Amari 
makes shocking discoveries and finds the power to overcome. 
The author weaves magical whimsy with honest, realistically 
portrayed circumstances, allowing Amari’s literal #BlackGirl-
Magic to shine even when she doesn’t believe in herself. This 
timely, energetic, first-person narrative moves quickly with 
clear descriptions, a thrilling buildup, and strong messages 
about profiling.

An impressive debut series opener. (Fantasy. 9-12)

PLANTS FIGHT BACK
Amstutz, Lisa 
Illus. by Evans, Rebecca
Dawn Publications (32 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-58469-673-5  

Running away not being an option, plants have developed 
an arsenal of defenses against animal attacks.

Pairing notes in prose to rhymed couplets, Amstutz tallies 
nearly a dozen ways that plants deliver comeuppances to would-
be munchers. Most involve poisons or irritants, but strategies 
also include camouflage (stone plants), coating leaves with sand 
(sand verbena), or even providing homes for aggressive ants (the 
whistling thorn acacia). Willows can make their leaves unpalat-
able to tent caterpillars; cotton attacked by insect pests sends a 
chemical invitation to wasps; and woe betides a bug that lands 
among sticky geraniums, which “make oodles of thick, sticky 
glue. / Intruders soon find themselves trapped in the goo.” 
Along with reasonably recognizable plant specimens, Evans 
depicts otherwise accurately drawn animals, from giraffes to 
grasshoppers, with comically dismayed expressions as they are 
stymied. Groups of human figures in painted scenes—of pic-
nickers oblivious to marauding raccoons and a troop of hikers 
cowering away from nettles and poison ivy—are racially diverse. 
Select flora and fauna feature in a photo gallery at the end, 
which is followed by suggestions for STEAM extension activi-
ties. (This book was reviewed digitally with 9-by-21-inch double-page 
spreads viewed at 75% of actual size.)

Lighthearted but cogent fare for young naturalists and 
foragers. (Informational picture book. 7-10)

I DON’T WANT TO BE QUIET!
Anderson, Laura Ellen
Illus. by the author
Philomel (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-0-593-11728-6  

Bold, brash, and bursting with per-
sonality—this book should be read with 

an outdoor voice!

Endpapers explode with colors and patterns, and the protag-
onist—a beige-skinned kid with straight, black hair—declares, 

“I don’t want to be quiet, I’d rather be LOUD!” Readers will 
know a boisterous adventure awaits them. Clad in a robot mask 
and carrying a broom turned into a rocket ship, the narrator is 
full of life and loves being loud, at the expense of baby brother’s 
nap and Mom’s patience. Lively rhyming text, set at times in big 
capital letters, conveys this kid’s enthusiasm, bouncing through 
life raucously, making noise on stairs and with spoons, hum-
ming, popping balloons, burping (“oops”), and more. But then, 
during a trip to the quiet library (“BORING”), when, following 
an outburst, other library users shush the noisemaker, the effu-
sive protagonist opens a book. Within is a thrilling tale to keep 
that busy mind occupied while reading silently. Readers can see 
the adventures the narrator imagines, rendered with equal joy 
to the real-life escapades. Better still, it turns out that being 
quiet leads to the discovery of all sorts of new sounds all around. 
Fear not, this kid still has loud moments, but now they are bal-
anced. Vivid, imaginative illustrations engage readers and vis-
cerally convey the wide range of emotions felt by this audacious 
protagonist. (This book was reviewed digitally with 10.8-by-19-inch 
double-page spreads viewed at actual size.)

Perfect for lively read-alouds, especially during times of 
homebound play when children just need to shout! (Picture 
book. 4-7)

CAN BEARS SKI?
Antrobus, Raymond
Illus. by Dunbar, Polly
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-5362-1266-2

A little bear wonders why everyone 
keeps asking, “Can bears ski?”

The young narrator of this picture book tries to pay atten-
tion, but they just can’t make sense of things. It turns out that 
they are hard of hearing. Dad Bear brings them to the audi-
ologist, where they learn about hearing tests and audiograms. 
Finally, they get hearing aids, and suddenly the world is a lot 
louder—sometimes too loud! This book affectionately portrays 
one experience of being hard of hearing. There is no mention 
of sign language, yet it does not imply that oralism is the only 
valid route. It is a depiction of the real experience of many hard-
of-hearing children. The illustrations are simple and cozy, fea-
turing lots of very cute bear faces. As with many picture books 
addressing specific issues, the main audience for this book will 
be children with a similar experience, who will surely delight in 
seeing the little bear wearing their hearing aids and learning to 
navigate the world. However, all young readers will enjoy figur-
ing out just what “Can bears ski?” is supposed to mean and will 
benefit from learning about being hard of hearing, including 
how to talk to a hard-of-hearing person. 

Gently and thoughtfully teaches about being a hard-of-
hearing kid. (Picture book. 3-6)

A depiction of the real experience of many 
hard-of-hearing children.

can bears ski?
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HOW TO BUILD 
AN ORCHESTRA 
Auld, Mary
Illus. by Paganelli, Elisa
Crocodile/Interlink (48 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-62371-871-8  

Conductor Simon auditions musicians, 
introduces their instruments, and builds 

an ensemble modeled on the London Symphony Orchestra.
This well-organized introduction to the symphony orches-

tra features clear explanations, lively illustrations of players and 
their instruments, and examples of the sounds of particular 
instruments from LSO performances (available for download 
via a QR code). There are also two full pieces, Ravel’s “Boléro” 
and Beethoven’s Symphony No. 6. The story arc introduces 
the conductor, a White man with graying hair who loves music 
and wants to share it. To do that, he must build an orchestra, 
section by section, instrumental family by instrumental fam-
ily. Each spread includes several short paragraphs of narrative, 
some infobits marked with a hashtag/sharp symbol, and a short 
description of what to listen for in the audio example, all accom-
panied by cheery images that are both realistic and imaginative. 
These include allusions to the musical selections—a faun, a fire-
bird, a sugar-plum fairy, and so forth. Readers who enjoy poring 
over illustrations can follow particular characters throughout. 
Both auditioners and performers are racially diverse, and some 
are clearly modeled on current LSO personnel. After auditions, 
there are rehearsals and, finally, a performance. (Here, the 
vignettes include an appreciative audience.) The backmatter 
offers a pictogram of the orchestra with its standard seating 
and further information about the particular musical selections. 
LSO conductor Sir Simon Rattle provides an introduction, and 
LSO educator Rachel Leach gets title page credit for “musical 
support.”

Appealing and informative—a perfect harmony. (glossary, 
index) (Informational picture book. 6-10)

DINOS DON’T DO YOGA
A Tale of the New Dinosaur 
on the Block
Bailey, Catherine
Illus. by Willmore, Alex
Sounds True (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-1-68364-414-9  

Sun salutations meet dino indignation.
Ya gotta be “roar-and-rumble rough, and talon-tearing 

TOUGH!” to make it in Rex’s valley. So what are the members 
of his gang to make of a dino that walks in one day with a series 
of peaceful poses? Though Rex declares the newcomer to be 

“silly,” one by one his friends slip away to realign their spines and 
give their thighs some exercise. Incensed, Rex becomes a victim 
of his own bad temper, causing the true reason for his rudeness 

to come to light. “My jaws are deadly. My tail is spiny. My arms 
are strong! But also…tiny.” In a happy ending, Yogasaurus gra-
ciously teaches Rex a pose that doesn’t require use of the upper 
body. There’s a great deal of good yoga-based storytime read-
aloud potential here, thanks in large part to the soft rhymes. 
The book gracefully weaves in such yoga moves as the plank or 
the butterfly while keeping the tone amusing and informative 
rather than preachy. The art highlights this humor perfectly. 
The book gets a little loosey-goosey with historical timelines 
(giant ground sloths most certainly did not live in the same era 
as dinosaurs), but kids will be doing too many downward dogs 
to care.

Roll out the mats for this dino/yoga mashup treat. (Picture 
book. 4-6)
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TWO DROPS OF BROWN IN A 
CLOUD OF WHITE
Balasubramaniam, Saumiya
Illus. by Campbell, Eva
Groundwood (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-77306-258-7  

On a snowy December day in Can-
ada, a little brown-skinned girl and her 

mother walk home through the slush.
But while the little girl delights in the snow, her mother 

misses the color and heat of warmer seasons. The young pro-
tagonist tries to inspire her mother to see beauty in the frozen 
landscape, but Ma says that she misses the vibrant greens of her 
home; the protagonist counters that this snowy landscape is 
their new, shared home. In the end, the mother doesn’t quite 
change her mind but is able to see snow as more than just a nui-
sance. While the book is well-intentioned and, at times, poetic, 
the lack of detail about the girl and her mother render the sto-
ryline unsatisfying. With the help of Campbell’s soft, muted 
paintings, the author implies that the mother is from a tropical 
place but never specifies where, nor do readers learn whether 
the daughter has any knowledge of or love for it. Furthermore, 
the characters’ relationships with snow appear to be a metaphor 
for the daughter’s comfort in Canada and the mother’s home-
sickness for her native place. This opens the door to a false 
binary implying that immigrants either fully assimilate or never 
let go of their homeland. Additionally, the tension established 
by this analogy is never fully resolved, the plot failing to allow 
for a change in either character. (This book was reviewed digitally 
with 10.8-by-17.6-inch double-page spreads viewed at actual size.)

This beautifully illustrated picture book oversimplifies 
the immigrant experience. (Picture book 3-6)

THE PURPLE PUFFY COAT
Boelts, Maribeth
Illus. by Duncan, Daniel
Candlewick (31 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-5362-0497-1  

Two very different friends learn to 
appreciate their differences.

Beetle can’t wait for Stick Bug’s 
birthday next week. Beetle is so excited about the present he 
got his friend—it is “SO amazing, and you need it SO much”—
he decides to give it to him early. It is a big, puffy coat in Beetle’s 
favorite color. Beetle urges Stick Bug to wear the coat immedi-
ately. Stick Bug reluctantly complies. When they walk around 
the neighborhood, Stick Bug attracts lots of attention. Beetle 
is sure the pointing and staring is admiration; Stick Bug is not 
so sure. When Beetle starts to make a new gift for Stick Bug to 
give him on his actual birthday, he decides to paint a portrait of 
Stick Bug in his beautiful new coat. But when thinking of how 
Stick Bug’s face looks when he’s wearing his new coat, Beetle 

realizes that Stick Bug doesn’t love the coat at all. Panicked, 
he figures out the perfect remedy. Boelts’ energetic text and 
Duncan’s comical, delicate illustrations, showing a thoroughly 
embarrassed Stick Bug and a delighted Beetle, combine to make 
this picture book a silly treat that will have readers giggling and 
pointing while learning valuable social-emotional lessons about 
personalities and relationships.

Delightfully funny and warm. (Picture book. 3-8)

FIND FERGUS
Boldt, Mike 
Illus. by the author
Doubleday (36 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-984849-02-1
978-1-9848-4903-8 PLB  

A young bear learns the nuance of 
blending into a crowd when playing a 

game of hide-and-seek.
Much like any naïve 3-year-old, Fergus, a brown bear with 

round, black eyeglasses, must first understand the concept of 
hiding. Whether out in the open or next to or behind a slender 
tree, Fergus is told he is easily found and must try again. The 
continual voice of the speaker is that of a kind, patient instruc-
tor as Fergus follows directions, presents various choices for 
hiding places, and works to improve strategy. “We’re going to 
help you,” says the narrator. “Start by hiding in a crowd.” In a 
group of small squirrels and rabbits, Fergus easily stands out, as 
he also does in crowds of large elephants or polar bears. Hid-
ing among moose while sporting tree-branch antlers doesn’t 
quite do it either. Finally, Fergus, willing to keep at it, is able to 
successfully find concealment among a bunch of brown bears 
wearing a variety of facial expressions. Simple, black-line draw-
ings augment Fergus’ efforts through each encouraging direc-
tive. Having mastered the idea, Fergus then hides within a large, 
diversified animal crowd splayed across a double gatefold to 
create a Where’s Waldo–like challenge featuring all the previ-
ous characters together. For the ultimate seek-and-find activity 
Fergus then challenges readers to search within the gatefold for 
a long list of items. (This book was reviewed digitally with 11-by-
17-inch double-page spreads viewed at actual size; double gatefold 
viewed at 50% of actual size.)

An amusing introduction to the long-standing diversion 
of hide-and-seek books. (Picture book. 3-5)
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THE SNOW DANCER
Boswell, Addie
Illus. by López, Mercè
Two Lions (32 pp.) 
$13.95  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-5420-9317-0  

A nighttime snowfall leads to a joyful 
snow-day dance.

Stepping out into the hushed silence 
of a snow day, Sofia pulls on a mustard-

yellow coat and smooshes a matching cap over her straight, 
black hair. The undisturbed snow becomes her blank canvas for 
an exuberant snow-day ballet full of sound and life as she “crinch 
crunches” and “slish slusssssssssssshes” on the empty soccer 
field. But her solitary dance comes to an abrupt end when the 
field is overtaken by a horde of neighborhood children. Amid 
the chaos, one tiny, brown-skinned child in pigtails and fairy 
wings sees Sofia’s crestfallen expression, which leads to willowy 
Sofia’s teaching the little one to be a snow dancer too. Together, 

the new friends execute an impromptu pas de deux that transi-
tions into an energetic group snowball fight until it’s time to go 
home. The lyrical narrative plays with auditory dynamics from 
the soft beginning through the jubilant, shout-filled climax to 
the cozy, quiet ending. The painterly illustrations use strong 
shapes and swooping linework that echoes Sofia’s balletic danc-
ing. Many pages depict multiple Sofias, creating an animation-
like effect that evokes movement. Sofia’s yellow-clad figure 
standing out against the snowy white pages and the sounds she 
makes in the new snow create a dance-filled nod to Ezra Jack 
Keats’ classic The Snowy Day (1962). (This book was reviewed 
digitally with 11-by-17-inch double-page spreads viewed at 21.4% of 
actual size.)

An exuberant read-aloud extolling the glory of dance and 
snow days. (Picture book. 3-8)

A dance-filled nod to The Snowy Day.
the snow dancer
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Remy Lai’s debut, Pie in the Sky (Henry Holt, 2019)—a hy-
brid book combining prose and comic-book storytelling—
told the story of Jingwen, a 12-year-old recent Chinese im-
migrant to Australia grieving his recently deceased father. 
It was named to multiple best-of-the-year lists, including 
Kirkus’ own. She follows this up with another graphic hy-
brid, Fly on the Wall (Henry Holt, Sept. 15), about Henry, a 
Chinese Australian 12-year-old with a hyperembarrassing he-
licopter family. Suffering the dissolution of a yearslong best-
friendship, he begins an anonymous illustrated gossip blog, 
Fly on the Wall. With exposure at school looming, he decides 
the only solution is to escape to Singapore, where his father 
lives. Scenes depicting his flight are interleaved with Fly on 

the Wall posts and backstory, all coming together in an ad-
venture that is equal parts hilarity and heartbreak. We spoke 
to Lai via Zoom from her home in Brisbane, Australia. The 
interview has been edited for length and clarity.

I thought it was so interesting how Jingwen seeks con-
nection with his deceased father and Henry with his 
distanced father, who he’s convinced doesn’t really 
even like him. You write such funny books that are so 
incredibly sad.
I always want to make people cry. But I also want to make 
people laugh, because that’s the kind of book I personally 
like to read. I don’t want to just laugh, I want to be made 
a little bit sad. When I wrote Pie in the Sky, I was very con-
flicted about whether I wanted to kill off the dad. [When] 
I started to write, I knew that the dad wasn’t there. I just 
wasn’t sure why he wasn’t there. It came later that he had 
passed away. But then, on the other hand, when I was writ-
ing Fly on the Wall, well, I was very sure that I didn’t want any-
body to die. That made it even harder in a way, because when 
someone isn’t dead, you’ve got to work a little bit harder to 
find the poignant side of it. 

What about the helicopter family? It’s very slapstick, 
but they are also very sweet.
I knew that his journey had to be forbidden. If his family al-
lowed him everything he wants, then there’s no conflict in 
his story. [But] there’s a stereotypical trope of Asian parents 
being overbearing and stuff. And I didn’t want to make that 
too heavy. So I went the slapstick way.

I realized as I was reading the book that I had no idea 
what kind of stereotypes might be held in Australia. 
Here in the U.S., children’s authors are pushing back 
against stereotype. Is dismantling stereotypes some-
thing that you’re conscious of doing as well? 
I guess I am conscious of that. Am I contributing to the 
stereotype by putting the helicopter parents in? But then 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Remy Lai

A BOY WITH A HELICOPTER FAMILY STARTS HIS OWN GOSSIP BLOG IN 
THE AUTHOR’S FUNNY/SAD MIDDLE-GRADE BOOK
By Vicky Smith
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I also wonder, would an author who is not Asian, not Chi-
nese, be burdened by this kind of thinking? I want to be 
free to write what the story needs. And the story needs he-
licopter parents.

This is a point that I raised with my editor, because when 
I started writing Fly, I was very worried because a lot of peo-
ple talked about how Pie in the Sky is important because of 
immigration. But Fly has nothing about that. It could have 
been written by a White author with a White main char-
acter. I was worried that readers would expect me to write 
about [people of color] and immigration, but I didn’t want 
to write just about that. So I talked to my editor, and he said, 

“No, you should write whatever you want.” And that, for me, 
is really important. 

But Popo! I love it when Henry says, “My grandma…only 
speaks to my sister and me in Mandarin, to improve 
our Mandarin.” I thought that was such a great detail, 
because it would be easy for readers to believe that 
Popo doesn’t speak English. 
I try to think of what people think the stereotypes [are], 
and then when I can, I try to subvert them in a way that’s 
not explicit, so you’ve got to kind of look for it. I person-
ally don’t like to read books that outwardly try to teach me 
things—I want to learn but on my terms, so that’s what I 
try to do in my books. I fight with my editor a lot about 
this, about messages that I convey in my books. He likes 
to spell things out very explicitly. I like to be subtle. So we 
often meet in the middle. 

When in your plotting do you do the illustrations? 
Usually when I’m writing, I have an idea of which part I want 
to illustrate. But when I’m [working on] a first draft, I just 
want to get everything out very, very quickly. I just jot down 
in my manuscript if I think that this part should be illustrat-
ed or not. And then when I revise, I analyze each decision 
that I make: Why should this be an image, and why should 
this not be an image? But it’s only when I finish writing the 
whole manuscript that I actually start sketching,

The moment when Henry apologizes to his father is 
brilliant. On one page you have the crying child and the 
three speech bubbles and then nothing but printed text 
on the opposite page. 
I keep sketchbooks and journals, and I was looking through 
my sketchbook and I found that [when there’s] something 
that I’m afraid to say out loud, I will [make] a little draw-
ing of myself, with a speech bubble coming out. That’s how 
I say things that I’m afraid to say, because by drawing my-
self I’m kind of removing me from the situation. It’s a little 
scarier when all I have left is words. It’s a little more vulner-
able in a way.

It’s pretty funny how you give Henry’s dog, Maomi, 
some of Henry’s own characteristics.
I was worried that Henry comes off as a real jerk. How is 
the reader ever going to like this character? [So I thought] 
maybe I should give him a dog. And I show him caring for 
the dog. So that makes readers want to give him at least a 
chance to see maybe there’s something more to him than 
just a spoiled kid. 

Giving him the dog was definitely a good idea. But you 
also establish really early on that he and his former 
BFF, Pheebs, had this incredibly close relationship and 
that it has ruptured cataclysmically. 
It’s a lot easier [for me] to write a character with a trauma 
that’s very obvious, like a parent dying or moving to anoth-
er country. Everybody would automatically sympathize with 
that. But when you don’t actually have anything really ter-
rible happening to you, then it’s a lot harder. 

Do you think that Pheebs and Henry will become 
friends again?
They will be friendly, but I don’t think they could be best 
friends again. I think it’s important for kids to realize that 
just because you lose this friend, [that] doesn’t mean you’ll 
never make another friend. 

Fly on the Wall received a starred review in the April 15, 2020, 
issue.
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EXPLORING THE 
WHITE HOUSE
Inside America’s Most 
Famous Home
Brower, Kate Andersen
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(240 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Dec. 8, 2020
978-0-06-290641-0  

An introduction to the White House, 
the residence of every American presi-

dent except Washington and for many years, the largest home 
in the country.

It’s currently staffed by 100 nonpartisan employees, includ-
ing five full-time florists and the head of the storeroom, who 
shops incognito for the first family’s groceries in an unmarked 
Secret Service vehicle. From the building’s construction to 
its more whimsical occupants, including children and pets, 
Brower provides a fine overview of what it’s like to live there, 
but she repeats some anecdotes (such as Dolley Madison’s sav-
ing the portrait of George Washington). By relegating all men-
tion of race and prejudice, including that the house was built 
by enslaved construction workers, to a separate chapter titled 

“Understanding the Past: Race and the White House,” there 
is an implication that racism is over and dealt with as well as 
separate from, rather than an integral part of, U.S. history. Addi-
tionally, the only first lady Brower describes as having to get 
used to the size and grandeur of the White House is Michelle 
Obama. (And the only baby born in the White House wasn’t 
little Esther Cleveland in 1893—it was a child of Ursula Granger 
Hughes, one of Thomas Jefferson’s enslaved cooks, 91 years ear-
lier.) This entertaining treatment conveys genuine respect for 
White House employees but contains serious missteps when it 
comes to inclusivity.

Engaging but marginalizing. (maps, timeline, discussion 
questions, Presidents and first ladies, selected bibliography, 
further reading, endnotes) (Nonfiction. 8-14)

CAVE PAINTINGS
Buitrago, Jairo
Illus. by Yockteng, Rafael
Trans. by Amado, Elisa
Groundwood (52 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-77306-172-6  

A trip to grandmother’s launches 
light-years beyond the routine sort, as a human child travels 
from deep space to Earth.

The light-skinned, redheaded narrator journeys alone as 
flight attendants supply snacks to diverse, interspecies passen-
gers. The kid muses, “Sometimes they ask me, ‘Why are you 
always going to the farthest planet?’ ”The response comes after 
the traveler hurtles through the solar system, lands, and levi-
tates up to the platform where a welcoming grandmother waits: 

“Because it’s worth it / to cross one universe / to explore another.” 
Indeed, child and grandmother enter an egg-shaped, clear-
domed orb and fly over a teeming savanna and a towering water-
fall before disembarking, donning headlamps, and entering a 
cave. Inside, the pair marvel at a human handprint and ancient 
paintings of animals including horses, bison, and horned rhi-
noceroses. Yockteng’s skilled, vigorously shaded pictures sug-
gest references to images found in Lascaux and Chauvet Cave in 
France. As the holiday winds down, grandmother gives the pro-
tagonist some colored pencils that had belonged to grandfather 
generations back. (She appears to chuckle over a nude portrait 
of her younger self.) The pencils “were good for making marks 
on paper. She gave me that too.” The child draws during the 
return trip, documenting the visit and sights along the journey 
home. “Because what I could see was infinity.” (This book was 
reviewed digitally with 9.8-by-19.6-inch double-page spreads viewed 
at 85% of actual size.)

Celebrated collaborators deliver another thoughtful 
delight, revealing how “making marks” links us across time 
and space. (Picture book. 5-9)

THE BEAR WENT OVER 
THE MOUNTAIN
Cabrera, Jane
Illus. by the author
Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-0-8234-4653-7 
Series: Jane Cabrera’s Story Time 

The Bear is only the first one over 
this mountain.

As in the rhyme of old, on a bright, sunny day, a little brown 
“Bear [goes] over the mountain,” where all he sees is the other 
side of the landmass…but he then gets stuck up a tree. “The 
Hare hop[s] over the mountain” next, “to see where Bear could 
be.” And on the other side of the mountain, Hare helps Bear out 
of the tree. The Fox follows, “danc[ing] over the mountain” in 
search of Hare. When he gets to the other side, he prepares a tea 
party for three. “The Wolf [runs] over the mountain” looking 
for Fox, and they all have a swim together. “The Owl swoop[s] 
over the mountain” hoping to find Wolf, and when Owl gets 
there, “they ha[ve] a Jamboree” under the now-starry sky. The 
illustrations shift from the scenes of outdoor play to the inte-
rior of a pine-tree–wallpapered home, where a curly-headed 
White child “cre[eps] over the mountain” (up the stairs) “to see 
where they could be.” Upon the page turn, the child finds all five 
animals (stuffies all) ready for a snuggle in bed. With this out-
ing, Cabrera has once again made a traditional kid’s song into 
a storytime pleaser. It won’t take even one full read-through 
for kids to be singing along, and when they see themselves in 
the sweet twist at the close, they’ll likely giggle with glee. Her 
acrylic paintings are, as usual, lush and lovely.

Jaunty out of the gate—such fun. (Picture book. 2-6)

Celebrated collaborators deliver another thoughtful delight.
cave paintings
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THE RETAKE
Calonita, Jen
Delacorte (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-593-17414-2  

When a mysterious app appears on 
her cellphone, seventh grader Zoe gets 
the chance to redo past experiences with 
the hope of fixing a friendship that has 
fallen apart.

Zoe and Laura were best friends for 
years. They participated in a STEM club, Future City, together, 
and their families are close. Lately however, Laura seems more 
interested in hanging out with the girls she met doing a school 
theater production, whom Zoe thinks of as drama queens. 
These girls care about boys and fashion, and now Laura doesn’t 
want to attend Future City anymore because her new friends 
think it’s too nerdy. Zoe is determined to repair this friendship 
and return to BFF status. Using the phone app, which turns out 
to be magical, Zoe selects photos from recent memories and is 
sent back to relive each moment. From a sleepover to a field trip, 
she gets second chances, but no matter what she tries, disas-
trous results ensue. The theme of friendships drifting apart as 
interests change will be relatable for many readers, but the sto-
ry’s direct, repetitive writing and one-dimensional characters 
bog down the pace. For the most part, the drama queens follow 
popular, mean-girl clichés. While the idea of the time-traveling 
app is fun, it’s not enough to set this story apart from other tales 
of friendship drama. Main characters are assumed White. 

Could have used a retake. (Fiction. 8-12)

THIS PRETTY PLANET
Chapin, Tom & Forster, John
Illus. by White, Lee
Atheneum (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-5344-4532-1  

Chapin and Forster’s unofficial Earth 
Day anthem gets a picture-book treatment.

A song that once woke astronauts 
in space becomes a story told on double-page spreads through 
White’s whimsical illustrations. A brown-skinned girl with 
Afro-puff pigtails, a brown-haired White boy, and a white rab-
bit take off on a bed with a star-patterned coverlet for a dream-
like journey. Carried by a balloon, their flight begins in fantasy. 
They land on a mushroom planet and admire fanciful constella-
tions. A rocket takes them into space so they can see the spin-
ning Earth. On their return, things are even more surreal. The 
Earth becomes a spinning record in a landscape with a sleeping 
lion and dinosaurs. The rabbit rides a dinosaur and, later, helps 
build one out of snow. Once again carried by the balloon, they 
float over the river of history, which gradually becomes more 
dingy and acquires trash. Suddenly the “pretty planet” is a 
smoke-filled industrial dump. The rabbit weeps. But they set to 

and clean up (shown effectively in a sequence of panels). Once 
again, the world is “a holy place.” Appropriately for a picture-
book narrative, they end up back in bed. Their room is filled 
with reminders of their journey. The many allusive details in 
the illustrations will make adults smile and keep child readers 
coming back for more. The song is included, scored once for 
keyboard or guitar and once as a round. (This book was reviewed 
digitally with 11-by-18-inch double-page spreads viewed at 85.5% of 
actual size.)

Engaging and true to the message. (Picture book. 5-9)

NIGHT SHADOWS 
DaCosta, Barbara
Illus. by Young, Ed
Triangle Square Books for Young 
Readers (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-1-64421-024-6  

Nocturnal shadows are what fall 
on an old woman’s garage wall as kids 

repeatedly spray it with graffiti.
On the first evening, Mrs. Lucy’s body also casts an impos-

ing shadow in her doorway’s yellow light as the children escape 
into the blue darkness. The dramatic, diagonal figure recalls 
Young’s rendering of the mother catching her son in DaCosta’s 
Nighttime Ninja (2012). The next day, a group of boys—silhou-
etted as a unit—exiles a younger sister as they prepare to play 
baseball. Tasha encounters Mrs. Lucy painting over the words 
(which readers never see). The girl offers to help on this day and 
the next, milk and cookies are her compensation. Skin tone 
is created with brown paper. The woman’s sumptuous robe is 
fashioned from crinkled gold paper, overlaid with soft blue and 
lacy green fibers; the girl’s shirt is a marbleized magenta and 
blue pattern. On the third night, the victim hides in the lilac 
bushes and is shocked that this time the sole vandal is Tasha. 
Her plaintive explanation: “I just—I just wanted to come over 
again.” Speechless, the woman allows compassion to prevail, 
promising they have a lot of work to do—together. The rich, 
restrained text and visually exciting collages build suspense 
and surprise in tandem. Readers will turn back, now detecting 
subtle clues. (This book was reviewed digitally with 10-by-18-inch 
double-page spreads viewed at 64.9% of actual size.)

Conversations about motivations and actions will 
abound as children absorb the impact of grace. (Picture book. 
4-7)
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A GIRL NAMED ROSITA
The Story of Rita Moreno: 
Actor, Singer, Dancer, 
Trailblazer!
Denise, Anika Aldamuy
Illus. by Espinosa, Leo
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-0-06-287770-3  

The story of Rosita Dolores Alverio—best known today as 
Rita Moreno—a girl from Puerto Rico who loved to sing and dance.

At a young age, Rosita leaves her island home with her 
mother to settle in New York City. Her new school is a “fortress 
of brick” where she is teased for “her accent, darker skin, and 
curly hair.” In order to speak back to the bullies, Rosita practices 
until her inglés is perfect; this tenacity will continue throughout 
her life. She starts dancing lessons at 6, and it is soon clear that 

“onstage, she is home.” As her dancing and acting careers prog-
ress, gender and ethnic stereotypes pen her in. She must put on 
a fake accent to play stereotypically exotic parts. Finally, the 
role of a strong Puerto Rican woman comes, and it is hers: Anita 
in West Side Story. For this she wins the Oscar for Best Support-
ing Actress, the first Latinx performer to ever win an Oscar. It 
is here that the story ends, though the backmatter includes an 
author’s note and timeline that show that Rosita—now Rita—
continues a life of professional successes and lifelong political 
activism. Espinosa’s illustrations are as vibrant as the character 
he portrays. Rosita and her mother have beige skin and black 
hair, and the New Yorkers are multiethnic, but the people—
mostly men—that surround her in Hollywood are White.

An inspiring account of a woman who followed her 
dreams. (Picture book/biography. 4-8)

ON THE GO AWESOME
Detlefsen, Lisl H.
Illus. by Neubecker, Robert
Knopf (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-9848-5234-2
978-1-9848-5235-9 PLB  

Dedicated to the notion that there 
is always something more awesome to 

attempt.
A kid lets their mind wander to its natural limits. If, for 

example, “trains are cool,” and if “watching a train is very cool,” 
and if “riding on a train is even cooler,” then “conducting a 
train through the mountains” must be “CHUGGA CHUGGA 
AWESOME!” This pattern is replicated with a wide variety 
of other heavy-duty machines. Operating an excavator? “DIG 
INTO AWESOME!” Piloting a plane? “PREPARE FOR AWE-
SOME!” The child, who has pale skin, like parents and sibling, 
and straight, dark hair, imagines operating subway trains, mon-
ster trucks, boats, and rockets. (Background characters are 
racially diverse; the woman-of-color co-pilot is a nice touch.) 

Finally the kid looks out the window of a camper. “Campers 
are cool. Wait! Are campers cool?” They sure are, and this is one 
family adventure the kid can actually take outside of the imagi-
nation. Detlefsen’s text delights in drilling into just how much 
fun each of the activities featured could be. Meanwhile, the 
colorful, cartoon artwork meticulously works to render every 

“awesome” encounter in its natural, amazing extreme. From the 
blinding array of instruments in the cockpit of an airplane to 
the sight of tiny cars being crushed beneath monster wheels, 
there’s a jolt of adrenaline cooked into every page. The trans-
portation-obsessed have found a new tale to pore over. (This 
book was reviewed digitally with 11-by-17-inch double-page spreads 
viewed at 30.5% of actual size.)

Hyperbole taken to the utmost thanks to the bottomless 
well of transportation enthusiasm. (Picture books. 2-4)

Espinosa’s illustrations are as vibrant as the character he portrays.
a girl named rosita
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ELLA’S NIGHT LIGHTS
Fleming, Lucy
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 24, 2020
978-1-5362-1269-3  

A mothlike girl shares light in the 
dark with those in need.

With two fluffy antennae and soft feathery wings, a tiny girl 
named Ella awakens at night. Ella is drawn to light, collecting 
anything that “glow[s] and glimmer[s] in the darkness” to share 
with anyone who needs a little brightness in the dark. With a 
sweet mantra, she gives her light to “calm your fright.” One 
night, she meets a lonely fox and shares some light, and they 
become fast friends. Another night she guides a scared owl to 
fly in the night. Light-loving Ella’s greatest wish is to see the 
sunrise, but with her delicate wings, she can never go out in 
the sun. Her animal friends observe how Ella is always sharing 
her light with others and come together to create a gift for Ella. 
Sweetness and charm overflow in this book of friendship and 
thoughtfulness. Ella’s story is a reminder of giving selflessly; her 
animal friends demonstrate gratitude and giving back. Match-
ing the text, the pictures are adorable but not cloying—the 
illustrations of light being shared in the night are beautiful and 
magical. Ella has pale skin with auburn hair. The humans shown 
are racially diverse.

Sweet and bright. (Picture book. 3-7)

THE SILVER SECRET
Foss, Astrid
Illus. by Dong, Monique 
Aladdin (128 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $5.99 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-5344-4349-5
978-1-5344-4348-8 paper 
Series: Snow Sisters, 1 

Magical triplets must go on a quest 
to save their parents—and their island—
in this series opener.

Though never referred to as princesses (nor are Freya and 
Magnus, their crown-wearing parents, called king and queen), 
Hanna, Magda, and Ida live in a castle in the Nordic-esque 
island kingdom of Nordovia. In a prologue, their parents go on 
a quick overnight trip only to be captured by their mother’s evil 
sister, Veronika, the Shadow Witch, who wishes to usurp Freya’s 
powers and her role of Keeper of the Lights (the Everchang-
ing Lights, a special magic that protects the island). When their 
parents don’t arrive home for the girls’ birthday—a special 
one, as 12 is the age they come into their own magic gifts—the 
party is canceled and searches are launched. That night, the sis-
ters’ special snow globe comes to life, as their mother uses it 
to warn them about Veronika and tasks them with retrieving 
her power, hidden on the island in three orbs. They trade their 
glittering gowns and velvet dresses for practical gear and, with 

their magical polar bear cub, set out to retrieve the first. They 
succeed by using their powers, which they discover along the 
way. Though the story is heavily front-loaded with exposition, 
the pacing’s quick. The attractive artwork throughout uses fine, 
delicate lines and depicts main characters as White, though 
crowd scenes show diversity. Sequel The Crystal Rose publishes 
simultaneously.

There’s something for everyone in this series opener: 
Arctic animals, magic, pretty gowns, adventure. (Fantasy. 7-11) 
(The Crystal Rose: 978-1-5344-4352-5, 978-1-5344-4351-8 paper)

BEAR MEETS BEAR
Grant, Jacob
Illus. by the author
Bloomsbury (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-1-5476-0424-1  

A bear falls in love at first sight.
Bear is large, soft-textured, and dark 

purple. He lives in a human house. He and his roommate, a hat-
wearing male spider, eagerly anticipate the delivery of a teapot 
they’ve ordered. When it comes, Bear falls head over heels for 
the delivery person. “Bear had never met such a charming lady 
bear. His heart beat fast.” The infatuation is based entirely on 
her appearance and is unidirectional: Delivery-person Panda 
only says plainly, “Package for Bear. Please sign here….Please 
sign for your delivery.” The language around Bear’s crush is 
explicitly romantic; the unrequited longing makes his “heart 
hurt.” Grant’s illustrations use pastel colors, unobtrusive ter-
tiary colors, soft edges, gentle compositions, and mildly nub-
bly finishes. All this visual tranquility covers an aggressive plot. 
Bear, too nervous to speak to Panda during that first delivery, 
orders teapot after teapot, hoping fruitlessly each time for the 
courage to speak, making Panda return repeatedly; wingman 
Spider then questions local animals about where to find Panda 
for Bear. It’s a model of romantic pursuit that, if enacted by 
real human adults, would be a little stalkery. Bear gets what he 
wants—Panda—and, no longer vulnerable, shifts to laughing 
behind her back at her beverage preference: “ ‘Panda doesn’t 
like tea!’ Bear chuckled. ‘I mean, really! Everyone loves a cup 
of tea.’ ” Next time, they have lemonade instead, which is the 
happy ending.

The pushy suitor gets the girl. (Picture book. 4-6)

Matching the text, the pictures are adorable but not cloying.
ella’s night lights
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SO EMBARRASSING
Awkward Moments and How 
To Get Through Them
Harper, Charise Mericle
Illus. by the author
Workman (128 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-5235-1017-7  

A cartoon dive into all things 
embarrassing. 

Intending to show that “the better you understand [embar-
rassment], the better you control it,” Harper explores several 
common categories of embarrassment (“social oops,” “it’s on 
you and it shouldn’t be,” “parents in public,” etc.) before includ-
ing the insights of real-life licensed health counselor Grace Y. 
Lin (depicted as a pink hippo). A string of characters accompany 
readers through the book: Badgey, who has “badges for bravery 
and words of wisdom”; an unnamed anthropomorphic dog who 
never gets embarrassed; and a host of child characters who act 

as examples for different scenarios (and who have a range of 
pink, tan, and brown skin). Busy pages, a two-dimensional char-
acter style, and all-caps lettering give the illustrations a doodled 
feel. Harper’s ultimate conclusion that “embarrassment + time = 
good story” reminds readers that time—and a sense of humor—
can soften embarrassment. However, the book’s center may be 
lost as readers become bogged down in detailed examples that 
focus more often on embarrassing scenarios than on offering 
tools for reframing thinking, making this very much not a book 
for anyone with social anxiety.

Somewhat silly but slightly muddled; look elsewhere for 
meaningful guidance on coping with social anxiety. (Graphic 
nonfiction. 8-11)
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The Maps of Memory: Return to Butterfly Hill 
by Marjorie Agosín, translated by Alison Ridley and il-
lustrated by Lee White (Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum, 
Sept. 22), is the companion novel to the Pura Belpré 
Award–winning I Lived on Butterfly Hill (2014). Both re-
flect many elements of the author’s own life: Just as the 
young protagonist, Celeste Marconi, leaves Valparaíso, 
Chile, to spend three years in Maine with her Tía Gra-
ciela during the reign of a brutal dictator, Agosín and 
her family fled Santiago for Georgia after Gen. Augusto 
Pinochet’s violent overthrow of democratically elected 
president Salvador Allende. This second volume covers 
Celeste’s return to a Chile that has changed during her 
absence. Many people, including her best friend, have 
been disappeared, and her mother is in anguish after 
enduring unnamed horrors. Yet this jewel of a novel is 
filled with beauty—the physical beauty of the land and 
the enduring, hopeful spirit of the people. Agosín, who 
has won awards for her human rights activism, is a poet, 
professor of Spanish at Wellesley College, and literary 
scholar. She was in Maine when we spoke over Zoom; 
the conversation has been edited for length and clarity. 

Celeste is 11 in the first book and 14 in the second 
and has such an authentic, fresh, and youthful voice 
although she is dealing with difficult truths. Why 
write for this age group?
It’s an amazing age, because they are open to the truth. 
They know when one lies to them, they’re curious, and 
they’re eager to learn—there is a purity to it. I also think 
that children, young adults have a deep perception of 
the world around them. We cannot hide sorrows. We 
cannot hide violence because the world is filled with 
violence anyway. But here you have [Celeste], a beauti-
ful, strong character who understands that she lives in 
a violent world, but she wants to change it. I believe 
kids want to change the world. I want to tap into their 
idealism, into their innocence. I think innocence can 
be very positive, and vulnerability can be very good.

The immersive sense of place in the Butterfly Hill 
books transports readers.
I think for people who lose their homes, the presence of 
the landscape becomes more important. So many writ-
ers try to recover what is lost through writing. Leaving 
Chile was a pivotal experience in my life—it was as if I 
were a tree that was completely uprooted. Chile has an 
extraordinary geography, encapsulated between the An-
dean range and the Pacific Ocean—it’s almost an island. 
Every Chilean writer is mesmerized by his country’s ge-
ography, and I wanted to share that with kids—that it’s 
a place like no other. It’s spectacular.

The imprint of Pinochet’s regime is clear, but he is 
never named.
I didn’t want to mention his name because fascism and 
authoritarian regimes happen everywhere. A dictator is 
a dictator, and I wanted the figure of the dictator to be 
universally recognized. I want to minimize [Pinochet’s] 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Marjorie Agosín

A YOUNG TEEN IN A GRIEVING NATION FINDS PURPOSE AND HOPE IN 
THE MAPS OF MEMORY
By Laura Simeon

John W
iggins
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importance but to maximize the importance of losing 
one’s democracy and civil society. Because I’m Jewish, 
every generation of my family I can remember has been 
persecuted—the pogroms in Russia, the Nazis in Vien-
na. So, I’ve always felt familiar with leaving your beloved 
homeland because you’re never safe there.

As readers engage with the story and make connec-
tions, what do you hope they’ll learn?
I think that my role as a writer, which is very similar to 
my role as a teacher, is to bring attention to historical 
circumstances that are unspoken. Chile was very much 
touched by the U.S. because the CIA played a role over-
throwing the government of Allende. And just like Chil-
ean school kids don’t learn much about Allende, U.S. 
school kids don’t know about the role the U.S. played 
in our elections. Everybody is mesmerized about Russia 
playing a role [in U.S. elections, but] we are not saying 
we have played a role in other people’s foreign policy. I 
don’t say it as a punitive statement, but it’s there, and I 
hope that children see it. If we don’t learn history deeply, 
we cannot learn from our mistakes. 

The book captures so well the feeling of dislocation 
that comes from moving between countries.
Celeste leaves for Maine, she stays with her aunt, and 
she really learns to love the place. I think most immi-
grants come to terms with their new places. Some of 
them erase completely their past—but, nevertheless, 
you are never whole, you are never complete, because 
I think an immigrant or refugee always has a broken 
heart. Celeste always longed for Chile, but when she 
returns to Valparaíso, she feels she doesn’t quite be-
long there. Everything has changed. When I go to 
Chile, of course I’m at home, it’s my language, I have 
my family. Yet I know I’m not completely from there 
anymore. But what has never changed is nature. That’s 
why I’m rooted, because that remains the same: the 
sea, the wind, the stars. It gives me—and it gives Ce-
leste—permanence. [Being] a refugee is very complex, 
and you cannot reconcile this phenomenon.

Recent years have seen a push for greater diversity 
in publishing for young people.
Now there is an explosion of bringing into the scene 
the voices of Black writers. But how come no one saw 
them before? They were here. This is what angers me. 
How come no one paid attention to such an important 
part of American life? I don’t want to be categorized 
in a little box. I want to be accepted for my difference 

and my similarity to the human condition. Minority 
writers struggle to be recognized and struggle to be 
published. I’m very lucky that I am, but we have a long 
way to go. How do we make this shift [to] where the 
dignity of voices that were silenced become important 
to us? I think the changes we’re seeing are important, 
but I hope that minorities don’t become tokens.

To me there is something distinctly wonderful about 
novels written by poets.
Poetry is like the grand piano: The grand piano is the 
instrument that gives voice to an orchestra. Poetry 
searches for the essence of things, for what is deep. Po-
etry says all of this with such beauty, with such delicacy, 
but with such honesty. I used poetic language to de-
scribe Celeste, to describe her world, to describe the 
landscape as she travels to [the island of] Chiloé. The 
language of poetry is also universal; even if you don’t 
speak the language, when you hear poetry you are 
moved by the sound, the music. 

I’ve always chosen to write in Spanish because it’s 
very hard to be a poet and to write in an acquired lan-
guage. The language you grew up in, the language that 
you learned to name the world in, is very intimate. I 
write in Spanish because it’s the language of my heart. 
I found an incredible translator in Alison Ridley. Trans-
lators should be praised because it’s extremely difficult. 
She has made The Maps of Memory into a beautiful book.

Laura Simeon is a young readers’ editor. The Maps of Mem-
ory received a starred review in the Aug. 1, 2020, issue.
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QUIET DOWN, LOUD TOWN!
Heim, Alastair
Illus. by Hunt, Matt
Clarion (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Dec. 8, 2020
978-1-328-95782-5  

A disgruntled elephant goes on an 
onomatopoeic walk through the city.

“HONK, HONK, HONK! / BEEP, BEEP, BEEP! / ‘Quiet 
down, I’m trying to sleep!’ ” Traffic sounds shatter the morn-
ing’s silence. Then, birds won’t stop chirping during breakfast. 
The protagonist, a big, blue elephant, walks through town, with 
loud noises causing irritation and even problems at every turn. 
In the park: “RUFF, RUFF, RUFF! / YIP, YIP, YIP! / ‘Quiet 
down, you made me trip!’ ” At the cafe: “CLANK, CLANK, 
CLANK! / CLINK, CLINK, CLINK! / ‘Quiet down, I spilled 
my drink!’ ” The peeved pachyderm can’t take it anymore and 
shouts from the sidewalk: “QUIET DOWN LOUD TOWN!” 
These words splay out over a double-page spread, just like the 
elephant’s arms and legs as anger erupts. The following spread 
is entirely wordless; the elephant’s got its desired silence, but 
several passersby aim stink-eyes its way. And, when the elephant 
gets ready for bed, silence is suddenly not as appealing. After 
dragging in multiple appliances: “All this noise should do the 
trick… / SNORE! / SNORE! / SNOOOOORE….” But how will 
the neighbors feel? Hunt’s frenetic angular illustrations match 
the raucous city and rising frustration all around. The residents 
are all anthropomorphized animals, walking upright, working 
community jobs; it makes for a fun hunt to spot them all.

This rhythmic romp slyly shows the value of looking 
through a different perspective. (Picture book. 3-6)

BRENDA IS A SHEEP
Hood, Morag
Illus. by the author
Random House (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-0-593-17380-0  

Naïve sheep gleefully dress in a wolf ’s 
clothing.

“Brenda is a sheep,” this tale insists. In Hood’s recognizable 
style, cheerfully straightforward text clashes sharply with the 
story told through the illustrations. Brenda, after all, is clearly 
a wolf, with her sharp teeth and gray coat, bright-orange “nice 
woolly sweater” notwithstanding. She doesn’t seem to enjoy the 
company of sheep, either, looking frustrated at the constant 

“baa”-ing around her (she is almost buried in iterations of “BAA” 
that cover 2/3 of the page) and disgusted by grass; her preferred 
games are tag and archery. Tension grows as Brenda starts pre-
paring for a feast, making a huge vat of mint sauce (readers 
might need an explanation that this is a common condiment 
for lamb dishes). But Brenda’s plans are foiled when the sheep, 
all now dressed similarly in orange sweaters made from their 
own wool, plan a banquet of their own for their beloved friend: 

delicacies shaped from grass. It seems that the wolf ’s carnivo-
rous instincts have been curbed, for now. The humor derives 
from the tension between the innocent story being read aloud 
and the more sinister elements left unspoken, though the text’s 
insistence that Brenda is a sheep might lead to some awkward 
and unsatisfying conversations about identity and embodiment. 
(This book was reviewed digitally with 10.1-by-20.2-inch double-page 
spreads viewed at 17.7% of actual size.)

For young readers with a taste for the ominous. (Picture 
book. 4-7)

I AM THE WIND 
Karg, Michael
Illus. by Diao, Sophie
Page Street (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-1-62414-922-1  

The wind travels the world meeting creatures in their habi-
tats on five continents.

This powerful, omniscient force narrates its own adventures. 
First felt whisking up leaves and turning umbrellas inside out on 
an autumn day in a city, the wind quickly moves on to fly with 
a barred owl through “frost and fog” before continuing north-
ward to frolic with a wolverine in high, snowy mountain peaks, 
then racing with wolves as they chase their prey. Across day and 
night, mountains and valleys, the wind sleeps with musk ox and 
blows beneath northern lights with reindeer. In each place wind 
has an effect on the wildlife it meets: “whistling” across a snow 
leopard’s ledge in the highlands, delighting chimps in a storm 
in Congo, helping migratory geese on their journey, boosting 
petrels as they fly above the sea, flitting high in the clouds with 
an olinguito, or stirring up puddles in the bayou to startle gopher 
frogs. Karg gives voice to the wind in lovely, poetic language and 
syntax, following each encounter with the bold, assertive title 
statement, “I AM THE WIND.” Each creature, whether famil-
iar or obscure, and each location is seen in a double-page spread 
with beautiful, light-filled, mesmerizing illustrations that are at 
once accurate and ethereal. A map showing the locations of all 
the animals represented and a bit of further information about 
them concludes the work and brings readers back to Earth after 
this incredible journey.

A gorgeous, breathtaking experience. (Picture book. 4-10)

MEDITATION STATION
Katz, Susan B. 
Illus. by Semirdzhyan, Anait
Bala Kids/Shambhala (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-61180-791-2  

A little bear compares mindfulness 
techniques to the sights and sounds of a train station.

Thoughts, emotions, and desires swirl into a child’s mind at 
a moment’s notice, just like a train rushing into the station. One 
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car has an ice-cream window; another is full of toys! A flatbed 
carries wishes—like “birthday cake for breakfast.” Spilling out 
of another are all the “words you wanted to say, / adventures, 
stories and games you could play.” The cuddly cub doesn’t board 
the train but instead stays at the station, noticing each car and 
watching them zoom by. The train whistles and screeches as it 
arrives but hums a meditative “clickety-clack” as it chugs away. 
While the rhyming verse is not as regular as that onomatopoeia 
suggests, the conceit is gracefully and consistently handled: 

“Wait! The signal lights are flashing: red, yellow, green. / Stop and 
slow down your breathing machine. // Feel the thumpety-thump 
of your little heartbeat / from the top of your head to the tips 
of your feet.” Calming watercolors and delicately inked illus-
trations match the soothing mood. Katz employs a very clever 
concept: a metaphor using a favorite childhood obsession—it’s 
hard to top that. Plus, no baggage (literal or figurative) is needed 
for this trip. (This book was reviewed digitally with 7-by-15-inch 
double-page spreads viewed at 77.4% of actual size.)

Climb aboard and regulate wiggly minds and bodies. (Pic-
ture book. 3-7)

YOU KNOW HOW TO LOVE
Kenyon, Rachel Tawil
Illus. by Lundquist, Mary
Philomel (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-0-593-11457-5  

An idyllic sojourn in a leafy park alongside the water serves 
as the setting for a poem about friendship and sharing.

The gentle line-and-color paintings, full of children and 
adults engaged in many activities, obliquely illuminate the well-
meaning but clichéd poetic text. The four-line rhyming stanzas 
read like so many other works of this type: “Deep in your heart, 
/ the knowing is there. / You know how to love, / and you know 
how to care.” The pages hold adventures for the children, as 
viewers follow a small brown-skinned tot in a blue-and-white 
shirt through the pictures. Judging by the child’s growth from a 
babe in arms, some years elapse, but neither the child’s outfit nor 
the seasons change—a disorienting visual choice. Characters of 
many ages and racial presentations, as well as some with visible 
disabilities, mark the diversity that is central to the theme of 
loving kindness as they all play games and frolic. The child in 
the striped shirt helps a White-presenting kid who slips. Rain 
starts to fall, but then a rainbow appears and all is well again. 
A different child with beige skin doesn’t want to share a kite 
with the brown-skinned protagonist, but the poem explains 
that “Not everyone feels like it / every day.” A lovely two-page 
spread ends the book with everyone floating paper boats on the 
water. (This book was reviewed digitally with 8-by-20-inch double-
page spreads viewed at 29.5% of actual size.)

A murky timeline plus a bland text make for an insubstan-
tial read. (Picture book. 4-6)

SNOW DAYS
Kerbel, Deborah
Illus. by Sato, Miki
Pajama Press (24 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Nov. 24, 2020
978-1-77278-135-9  

Simple rhyming couplets explore the 
myriad experiences snowfall brings, from the revelatory joy of 
the first snow to the somber goodbye of winter. 

Children relish moments of ordinary magic brought upon 
by winter activities such as making a snow angel, throwing 
snowballs, and building a snowman. Young, expressive faces 
capture the pure emotions that accompany snow play, like the 
satisfying comfort of a soft, fluffy snowbank and the cautious 
trepidation brought on by slippery ice skates. The easy-to-fol-
low rhyme scheme uses a two-word pattern at the beginning of 
each couplet: a descriptive word always followed by the word 
snow. “Powder snow, sugar white / Blowing flakes of frosted 
light”; “Frozen snow, shiny-hard / Snowbank mountains in the 

The colorful collage illustrations strongly utilize 
texture to create depth and visual interest.

snow days
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yard.” The children are a diverse group representing a variety of 
skin tones and hair colors. There is a nice differentiation in hue 
between the paler-skinned children and the white snow. The 
colorful collage illustrations strongly utilize texture to create 
depth and visual interest. The materials used to create the out-
erwear and accessories are especially realistic and invite closer 
inspection. Timid blooms peeking through melting snow end 
the book with a hopeful promise of spring.

A playful celebration of wintry weather. (suggested activ-
ities) (Picture book. 2-5)

BENNY WANTS A HAIRCUT
Koppens, Judith 
Illus. by Meijer, Marja
Clavis (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-60537-575-5 
Series: Sam & Benny 

A tiny pooch accompanies his owner 
to the hair salon in this Dutch and Bel-
gian import.

Sam looks in the mirror and realizes 
her hair is getting very long. She can hardly see! It is time to get 
a haircut. Benny, her squat, mustachioed dog, happily follows. 
Pierre, the barber, has an elaborate, swirly mustache, in stark con-
trast to Benny’s straight whiskers. When Sam climbs into the bar-
ber chair and Pierre starts snipping, Benny gets scared! “ ‘Shhh, 
Benny,’ Sam says, ‘It’s all right. It doesn’t hurt when Pierre cuts my 
hair.’ ” Pierre believes the only way Benny will understand is if he 
gets a haircut too. Both Sam and Benny leave proudly with brand 
new styles (Benny, of course, with a swirly new ’stache). Readers 
take in the sights and sounds of a salon: bonnet hair dryers, the 
shampoo station, and the act of wearing a haircutting cape, all 
while learning along with Benny. Meijer adds levity to the illustra-
tions with snippets of hair flying from speedy scissors and over-
sized curlers on well-coiffed customers. Everyone in the story 
appears White except one family waiting in the salon with darker 
skin. (This book was reviewed digitally with 11.4-by-16.6-inch double-
page spreads viewed at 43.6% of actual size.)

An often dreaded new experience gets a makeover. (Pic-
ture book. 3-6)

THE MOST 
AMAZING BIRD 
Kusugak, Michael Arvaarluk
Illus. by Qappik, Andrew
Annick Press (40 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-77321-418-4  

An Inuk girl learns lessons in beauty and friendship from an 
unexpected source.

One day, while crunching along the hard snow with her 
grandmother, Aggataa spies a raven. But instead of reacting with 

awe, she says “it’s ugly” and thinks it “looks like it slept in its coat.” 
Despite Aggataa’s wish for the raven to fly away, it stays all winter, 

“hop[ping] along behind her” whenever she walks to grandmoth-
er’s hut. Aggataa begins to warm to it. When spring returns the 
raven leaves, and although other birds arrive for the summer, the 
raven does not. Before long Aggataa observes “long Vs of geese 
flying south,” and with “no more birds” around, the coming win-
ter promises to be lonely. Only the “Crah” of a particular raven can 
hope to lift her spirits. Kusugak’s quiet narrative is deeply layered. 
While the primary narrative revolves around Aggataa’s interac-
tion with the raven and other birds, readers will notice equally 
poignant threads of story in the changing of seasons, life in the 
Arctic, and within the multigenerational relationship between 
Aggataa and her grandmother. Additionally, inclusion of both 
Inuktitut words for the various birds Aggataa encounters and the 
onomatopoeic sounds they make creates a wonderful read-aloud. 
Qappik’s realistic, soft-toned illustrations are rich in their own 
right. Images of Aggataa and her grandmother feel like snapshots 
from a family photo album while the detailed depictions of the 
birds could exist in any ornithological field guide. Both author 
and illustrator are Inuit.

Stunningly contemporary and amazingly timeless. (Picture 
book. 4-7)

THE HEART OF MI FAMILIA
Lara, Carrie
Illus. by Battuz, Christine
Magination/American Psychological 
Association (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-4338-3253-6  

A child explores what being bicul-
tural means to them in ways that feel 

familiar to young readers.
The story begins with the young narrator, who is depicted 

with long, wavy brown hair and light-brown skin, explain-
ing that “In my home, two worlds become one. My family is 
a mix of dos culturas, I am bicultural.” The narrator shares a 
short family history: of their mommy’s European ancestor who 
traveled to North America long ago, and of their daddy, who 
was born in Central America and came to the U.S. as a child. 
Readers take a look at the homes of two grandparents: a Latinx 
abuela and a white grandma. While these two women are very 
different, the similarities in visits to their homes are abundant: 
aunts and uncles who discuss work and politics, food from 
their respective traditions, pets, and gathering for celebrations. 
Visual details, such Grandma’s pieced quilt and a Central Amer-
ican textile pillow on the narrator’s bed, underscore the fluidity 
of biculturalism. A reader’s note after the story helps parents 
understand strategies for discussing cultural identity with chil-
dren, supporting exploration of their culture and race, and deal-
ing with discrimination. (This book was reviewed digitally with 
10-by-16-inch double-page spreads viewed at 68% of actual size.)

Bicultural kids will feel seen in this sweet family story. 
(Picture book. 3-8)

Kusugak’s quiet narrative is deeply layered.
the most amazing bird
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THE NATURE 
EXPLORER’S 
SKETCHBOOK 
Mackay, Jean
Tumblehome Learning (80 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2020
978-1-943431-59-5  

Exercises and blank space provide 
nature explorers a way to record their 
observations.

The first 27 pages of this 80-page 
journal contain inspiration for what to record in art and words, 
along with simple instructions for how to do so. Each spread in 
this section focuses on one topic, such as pencil drawing, add-
ing color, writing down questions, or recording your journey. 
Small text boxes highlight “Try This” ideas explorers can use 
to develop their nature journaling techniques. The remaining 
pages offer additional “Try This” exercises every five pages or so, 
sprinkled among blank pages for drawing, sketching, painting, 
and writing, some of which have smaller boxes to frame smaller 
sketches. The texture of the pages and their soft eggshell color 
make this book feel like a true artist’s delight. The guidance 
and exercises strike the perfect balance of encouragement and 
instruction, allowing explorers to observe, discover, and appre-
ciate the natural world starting from where they are—and to 
try again if they aren’t satisfied with their results. There are 
instructions for sketching birds and insects, breaking down the 
body parts for artists to copy. The sample artwork throughout 
is skillful and beautiful but not intimidating; the visible strokes 
of pencil and brush imply that results can vary with attention 
and practice.

A lovely and useful beginning. (Nonfiction. 9-adult)

HELGA MAKES A NAME 
FOR HERSELF
Maynor, Megan
Illus. by Kaban, Eda
Clarion (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-328-95783-2  

A small-town “farmersdotter” hits 
the big time when she joins a warrior 

woman’s brigade.
Whether it’s bedtime, fish-pickling time, or her monthly 

bathtime, Helga continually craves stories about her favorite 
Viking warrior, Ingrid the Axe. Her parents, however, are quick 
to point out that “Warriors do not come from small mountain 
villages like ours.” Undeterred, when Ingrid comes to a nearby 
port city to recruit, Helga is raring to prove her worth. Other 
warriors mock her clothes and faithful pet wolverine, and when 
the trials begin she seems out of her element. Fortunately, Hel-
ga’s talents shine through, earning her infamy and the eponym 
Helga the Howler. An author’s note gives Vikings some context, 
and there are even recommended books and pertinent websites 

for further reading. The storyline packs lot of action into a few 
pages, pacing everything at a mighty clip. Humor abounds in 
the text, as in a section of dialogue written in Minnesotan-
esque phrasings (“Yah?” “Yah, sure. You betchya”). Meanwhile, 
the art is peppy and thoroughly upbeat. Those with a yen for 
a warrior-woman storytime should pair this with such titles as 
The Princess and the Pony by Kate Beaton (2015). Helga and her 
parents present White, and there appear to be some Vikings of 
color among the supporting cast.

You’d have to be beserk(er) not to appreciate this mighty 
gal. (Picture book. 4-6)
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THE BEAST AND 
THE BETHANY
Meggitt-Phillips, Jack
Illus. by Follath, Isabelle
Aladdin (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Dec. 8, 2020
978-1-5344-7889-3  

A droll tween take on The Picture of 
Dorian Gray. 

For more than five centuries, the 
superficially polite Ebenezer Tweezer 

has resided in an enormous house teeming with riches pro-
vided by an attic-dwelling beast. Their arrangement is simple: 
Ebenezer feeds the beast whatever it requests, and the beast 
vomits forth anything Ebenezer desires. What began with roast 
beef sandwiches soon gave way to more…unconventional fare, 
and the beast has vowed to withhold Ebenezer’s 512th birth-
day present—an annual anti-aging potion—until it’s served a 
human child. Following a few false starts, Ebenezer visits the 
contemptible Miss Fizzlewick’s orphanage and adds Bethany, 
a churlish girl whose parents perished in a fire, to the beast’s 
menu. Bethany’s surly, sarcastic antics immediately make 
Ebenezer’s life less than pleasurable, but the beast refuses to 
sup upon a scrawny child. Straightforward, third-person narra-
tion from Ebenezer’s perspective neither preaches nor conde-
scends, and a tight focus on titular characters makes pages fly 
by. As Ebenezer grows decrepit and battles a will demented as 
his own, he finds himself growing involuntarily fond of the girl 
he’s fattening. Can this unlikely tandem outwit a truly inhuman 
monster? Meggitt-Phillips’ ability to make readers squeal with 
delight, squirm in discomfort, and squawk with laughter make 
classical comparisons inevitable. Though wildly imaginative, 
the book is also ethnically homogenous, as nearly all characters 
are coded White. 

Bound to whet appetites. (Fantasy. 8-12)

MUCK & MAGIC
Morpurgo, Michael
Illus. by Gill, Olivia Lomenech
Candlewick (64 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-5362-1288-4  

A recollection of a pivotal turn in the 
road of life.

In thoughtful, measured tones, the 
story’s narrator, an English girl named Bonny, now “well over 
thirty,” reminisces about a time in her life when her ambition 
was to be an Olympic medal–winning bicyclist. Receiving a rac-
ing bike for her 12th birthday, Bonny heads out for a ride in the 
Dales. Distracted by three horses cavorting in a field, Bonny 
falls. Recovering, she examines her slightly injured knee and 
laments over her flat tire, then sees the three horses gazing at 
her over the stone wall. Bonny is smitten. From then on, she 
plans her training rides to pass the horses’ field and begins to 

bring them carrots. Eventually, she meets their owner, a woman 
sculptor (apparently based on the British sculptor Elisabeth 
Frink, to whom the book is dedicated) who offers her a job 
mucking out the horses’ stalls—and Bonny’s straight-focus 
road to being a competitive cyclist takes a turn. Thoughtful 
and validating, the story embraces the idea of change and doing 
what you love. The refreshing illustrations combine full-color 
paintings of the Dales with sidebar black-and-white studies of 
animals, reminiscent of an artist’s sketchbook. In addition to 
livening up the small, squarish trim size of the book, the illus-
trative style also mirrors and enhances the storyline of the art-
ist/sculptor who is so formative to Bonny’s path in life. The cast 
is assumed White.

A thoughtfully told, refreshingly illustrated story. (Histori-
cal fiction. 10-14)

THE SECRET OF THE 
TATTERED SHOES
Morris, Jackie
Illus. by Abdollahi, Ehsan
Tiny Owl (40 pp.) 
$10.99  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-910328-37-8 
Series: One Story, Many Voices 

A war-weary soldier uncovers the 
treachery of royals in this retelling of a Grimms’ fairy tale.

A soldier wanders the land, heavy-hearted from “all that 
he had seen and much that he had done, in the name of the 
king.” In the forest, he meets a vibrant woman and confesses 
that he has no will to live. The woman takes his hand and tells 
him of the mystery of the princesses and the tattered shoes. 
Whoever discovers why the king’s daughters are weary every 
morning, with worn shoes under their beds, will be rewarded 
with the choice of a bride from among them and ultimately 
the throne. Whoever tries and fails will be punished by death. 
With the woman’s guidance and assistance, the soldier discov-
ers the secret of the princesses, their lovers, and their all-night 
parties—but he refuses the reward, thoroughly fed up with the 
lives of rulers. He sets off to find the woman in the forest who 
was good to him. The story is fluid and haunting, retaining the 
grim themes and archaic social mores of traditional fairy tales 
as well as their strangely intriguing, mysterious, and fantastical 
qualities. Abdollahi’s stylized illustrations use texture and line 
with a dark color scheme and figures whose aesthetic mirrors 
that of marionettes. The 12 beautiful princesses have a variety 
of skin tones and hair colors, and both protagonist and the 
woman who helps him have brown skin.

An interesting addition to the shelf for fairy-tale enthusi-
asts. (Picture book/fairy tale. 5-9)
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RITU WEDS CHANDNI 
Narvankar, Ameya
Illus. by the author
Yali Books (36 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-949528-94-7  

Ayesha loves her cousin Ritu, and she loves weddings. So 
naturally, on Ritu didi’s wedding day, Ayesha is bursting with 
excitement!

Except that Ritu’s is no ordinary Hindu wedding: Instead of 
marrying a man, Ritu is marrying her girlfriend, Chandni. This 
means that Ritu will be leading the baraat, a celebratory pro-
cession full of music and dancing that, in Hindu weddings, is 
traditionally led by the groom. But it also means that many of 
Ayesha’s family shun the wedding, that neighbors shout unkind 
words at the baraat as it goes by, and that strangers turn hoses 
on the wedding party to try to stop the festivities. When Aye-
sha sees the way that the world treats her favorite cousin, she is 
heartbroken—but she is also determined. In the end, it is Aye-
sha’s love for her family—and commitment to every minute of 
wedding fun—that saves the day. The book’s well-paced, heart-
felt narration deftly celebrates the power of resistance without 
shirking the harsh realities of homophobia in many traditional 
Hindu communities. The vivid, authentic illustrations, which 
implicitly set the book in India, showcase a variety of skin col-
ors and body types in a true reflection of South Asia’s diversity. 
Ayesha’s unconditional love for her cousin and her spunky insis-
tence on continuing with the wedding ceremonies even in the 
face of intense hatred are moving and inspiring.

Simultaneously confronts homophobia and celebrates 
child-powered change in Hindu communities: a delight. (Pic-
ture book. 3-8)

A SWEET MEETING ON 
MIMOUNA NIGHT
Ofanansky, Allison
Illus. by Teplow, Rotem
Groundwood (36 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-77306-397-3  

Jews in Morocco celebrate the end of 
Passover.

Miriam and her family live in Fès in 
Morocco, and as Passover concludes, she and her mother walk 
to the house of a Muslim family for flour. Miriam meets Jas-
mine, a girl her own age, and watches as her mother gifts Jas-
mine’s mother with a jar of fig jam in exchange for a sack of flour 
before inviting the family to join them for the Mimouna cele-
bration. They hurry home, where Miriam helps set a table filled 
with food and symbols of good fortune, such as five gold coins. 
The highlights of the table are the moufleta that her mother 
fries. The paper-thin pancakes are spread with butter and jam 
and are a special treat at the end of a week of eating unleavened 
matzo. It is also the custom for families to go from house to 

house partaking of festive dinners and sharing in blessings for 
the coming year, and Jasmine joins in. Jasmine then invites Mir-
iam to her upcoming Ramadan party, but Miriam declines. Her 
family is planning to immigrate to Israel, as indeed they do. The 
Mimouna holiday is relatively recent, about 250 years old, and 
its origins are unclear. There are currently celebrations in Israel 
and in New York. Families unfamiliar with Mimouna will wel-
come the discovery. Those whose cultures involve frying bread 
and visiting neighbors on holidays will also find connections 
here. The colorful illustrations are adorned with decorative 
patterns, and, yum, a recipe is included. (This book was reviewed 
digitally with 10.6-by-16.6-inch double-page spreads viewed at 58.6% 
of actual size.)

A festive holiday celebration. (afterword) (Picture book. 4-8)

HOMECOMING TALES
15 Inspiring Stories From 
Old Friends Senior Dog 
Sanctuary
Old Friends Senior Dog Sanctuary with 
Fortner, Tama
Illus. by Teplow, Rotem
Thomas Nelson (208 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-4002-2292-6  

Old Friends Senior Dog Sanctuary 
provides a safe haven for elderly dogs, then locates “forever fos-
ter” homes for them.

The book begins with a description of the commendable 
work of the sanctuary, founded in 2012 by dog lovers who recog-
nized the serious plight elderly dogs face when they are given up 
to shelters or abandoned. Few people are interested in adopting 
pets that are nearing the ends of their lives and may need expen-
sive veterinary care in the future. The shelter initially provides 
necessary veterinary care, then, through effective marketing, 
locates foster homes for the animals, with the guarantee of pro-
viding the needy dogs with medical care in the future. The rest 
of the book offers 15 engaging, mildly humorous chapterlong 
descriptions of various dogs that have been successfully placed, 
including their backgrounds (if known), medical needs, nick-
names, and favorite foods and toys, and then focusing on their 
contented lives in their new happy homes. Sidebars include 
the animal’s breed, gender, size, age, and the names of its “peo-
ple.” Each chapter includes an attractive portrait of the dog 
by Teplow. Although the mission of Old Friends is completely 
admirable, however, this effort is not altogether successful. 
Even though the dogs are eminently likable and fully deserving 
of the attention, the numerous biographies are repetitious and 
eventually even become somewhat tedious. 

While other children may pass it by, dedicated dog lovers 
should lap it up. (recipes for dog treats, glossary) (Nonfiction. 
10-14)

Deftly celebrates the power of resistance without
shirking the harsh realities of homophobia.

ritu weds chandni
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MR. BROWN’S BAD DAY 
Peacock, Lou
Illus. by Friend, Alison
Nosy Crow/Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-5362-1436-9  

Everything about Mr. Brown, an 
anthropomorphic tiger, is very important.

He does important work in an impor-
tant office, and he carries a briefcase filled with very important 
items. Every day he goes out for lunch in the park, sitting on a 
bench to eat, placing his briefcase next to him, thinking impor-
tant thoughts. But on this day, unforeseen events disturb his 
usually predictable day. Mr. Brown’s briefcase has disappeared, 
and he sees a baby elephant is holding it as its carriage is wheeled 
away. So the mad chase begins. Just as he nears the carriage, the 
briefcase becomes hooked on an ice cream cart. Next it’s on a 
children’s carnival ride and then carried away on a school bus. 
Lots of breathless running and near misses ensue. A kind child 
(perhaps a koala) lends him a bike, and off he goes following 
the bus. Finally, nearly spent, he meets the children alighting 
from the bus, claims his briefcase and heads home. In a nice 
twist readers learn the contents of the briefcase—and they are 
indeed important. Peacock tells the tale in easy, approachable 
language, with bits of delightful repetition and Mr. Brown in 
turn calling, shouting, bellowing, and gasping his pleas. Friend’s 
sophisticated cartoon illustrations are full of surprises, adding 
an entirely new level to the work. Mr. Brown heads a hugely 
diverse cast of characters who are all anthropomorphic animals, 
depicted quite accurately but dressing, behaving, and speaking 
as humans. (Few are wearing bottoms, and none wear shoes.)

Laugh-out-loud fun and a lovely sweet ending. (Picture 
book. 3-8)

BATTLE OF THE BODKINS
Peirce, Lincoln
Illus. by the author
Crown (272 pp.) 
$13.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-593-12590-8 
Series: Max & the Midknights, 2 

Max and the merry Midknights 
return in their second adventure and 
fight treacherous foes that steal their 
forms.

With a high ponytail and skill with a sword, Max is training 
at the Knight School of Byjovia. Her favorite teacher, Sir Gad-
about, has left to help King Conrad, and in his place arrives a 
foul-tempered instructor named Sir Brickbat. As if this wasn’t 
trouble enough, a spell gone awry floods the kingdom of Byjo-
via with bodkins, formless foes from another dimension who 
take on the form of Byjovian residents. As the denizens of the 
kingdom are slowly replaced with the evil bodkins, Max and 
the Midknights must try to discern who is human and who is 

not in an effort to stop the impending bodkin invasion. Like 
its predecessor, Peirce’s sophomore graphic hybrid carries on 
its zippy mix of fast-paced prose and visually interesting illus-
trations, keeping pages flying to the happy ending with its tan-
talizing cliffhanger. For those new to the series, this adventure 
is relatively self-contained, rendering it fine for first-time read-
ers (although a recap of the previous volume is included for the 
curious). While the illustrations are black and white, shading 
signals different skin tones: Max and two of her best friends 
read White, and two other Midknights present with darker 
skin and hair. Secondary and background characters have a 
range of skin tones. 

Consistently entertaining and enjoyable. (Graphic fantasy 
hybrid. 7-12)

SONG OF THE OLD CITY
Pellicioli, Anna
Illus. by Atilgan, Merve
Putnam (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-1-5247-4104-4  

A day in the life of a young girl in the 
ancient city of Istanbul.

When life gives you “a flapping fish,” 
your day is sure to be an interesting one. The plucky protagonist, 
leery of hurting the creature, throws it back into the sea and 
continues on her way. Along that way, she meets all manner of 
people and receives all manner of gifts, which she then bestows 
on others: simit from a street vendor, tea and treats, a song and 
a story, a warm bath. The final gift, a song from the city itself, is 
one she keeps eagerly for herself. In today’s prematurely cynical 
world, it might be easy to write off the unwavering, indulgent 
generosity of the city dwellers as contrived, idealized romanti-
cization. But to do so would be to spit on the magic this simple 
story weaves. Pellicioli has obviously done her research, suffus-
ing her whirlwind tour of Istanbul with a great deal of genuine 
local color. Specific settings such as the Galata Bridge and the 
nearby Spice Bazaar situate the story in place while leaving it 
refreshingly untethered in time. The text is poetic, almost song-
like, but sits small and unassuming on pages bursting with life 
in Atilgan’s whimsical illustrations. Figures are gently canted 
at bizarre angles, all flyaway hair and shadowed faces. Colors 
are soft and warm, adding to the timeless feel. (This book was 
reviewed digitally with 10.5-by-17-inch double-page spreads viewed at 
53.8% of actual size.)

Quietly beautiful and charmingly quixotic. (Picture book. 
4-8)

Friend’s sophisticated cartoon illustrations are full of surprises.
mr. brown’s bad day
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THE MYSTERIOUS STONES
Pérez Díaz, Enrique
Illus. by Yayo
Trans. by Ruiz, Alina
Crocodile/Interlink (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-62371-869-5  

After dreaming about “his papá, who 
ha[s] sailed away on the open sea,” young 

Kiki wakes up to the sound of a mysterious song floating in 
through his bedroom window.

Drawn by the music, Kiki makes his way to the beach to dis-
cover a white-haired woman gathering stones, disappearing into 
the ocean at the sight of him. Kiki runs in to tell his abuela what 
he saw, prompting her to share her own story of meeting the 
strange woman as a young girl. Abuela was gifted some stones 
by the white-haired woman, and she credits them with saving 
her sick mother. This gets Kiki thinking. Maybe the Lady of the 
Stones could help him bring his papá home? Pérez Díaz’s story 
has a strong folkloric feel to it, and there are some lovely turns 
of phrase: “Flying fish, shining with foam, danced on the waves.” 
The illustrations help shape the feel of magic, with their vibrant 
colors and patterns and whimsical, surreal touches. As with the 
text, the small details are what stand out. Fish on the ends of 
musical notes, Abuela’s magic rocks on a windowsill, the pat-
terned rocks on the endpapers. Nevertheless, the book simply 
ends with a message of hope rather than an active resolution. 
The smattering of Spanish and Latinx foods and tropical fruits 
in the illustrations allow it to take place in many Spanish-speak-
ing locales. Characters have beige skin. (This book was reviewed 
digitally with 10-by-19-inch double-page spreads viewed at 42.4% of 
actual size.)

Readers with a tolerance for ambiguity will find much to 
savor. (Picture book. 4-7)

A FORT ON THE MOON
Pouncey, Maggie
Illus. by Day, Larry
Neal Porter/Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-0-8234-4657-5  

Two brothers use junk and ingenuity 
to create a spaceship to journey to the 
moon.

Fox and Dodge have been rocketing back and forth to the 
moon for some time now, but this trip will be special—they will 
leave a fort behind. However, when the building gets tough, it 
takes a little wisdom and some “crazy dance moves” from big 
brother Fox to help get the job done. When the pair proudly 
arrives home and mom wonders about the odds and ends that 
have mysteriously disappeared, they share a secret glance and 
an answer: “outer space.” There’s lots of warm, child-friendly 
character as the brothers make “moon angels” and use old car 
seats as a cockpit, but the way the narrative tries to straddle 

the line between imaginary journey and fantasy isn’t quite suc-
cessful. With a lengthy, meandering text, it’s too long for little 
ones who might still believe the moon can be reached by home-
made rocket, and older children who can sit through a reading 
may find the “did it really happen” concept trite. The earnest 
message that perseverance pays off edges uncomfortably into 
life-lesson territory. Still, the luscious watercolors that capture 
snug domestic scenes, the frantic, tumultuous fort-building 
sequence, and, most especially, the sweeping double-page 
spreads of the velvety, star-filled night sky are worth a look. The 
kids are racially ambiguous, with beige skin and dark hair.

Pretty—but hampered by the wordy text. (Picture book. 5-8)

ROCKET SCIENCE
A Beginner’s Guide to the 
Fundamentals of Spaceflight
Rader, Andrew
Illus. by Frazer, Galen
Candlewick (63 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-5362-0742-2  

An introduction to our solar system and space travel.
Despite the title, only three of the 25 spreads explain how 

rockets work. The rest describe other propulsion methods 
(such as ion engines and solar sails) and various places of inter-
est in space. What’s more, the description of rocket propulsion 
is unclear and misleading. A common simple explanation, not 
mentioned here, is that rockets push exhaust behind them to 
move forward, as jellyfish push water. Here, “a rocket burns 
mixtures of chemicals and pushes against the resulting exhaust 
to accelerate forward,” which makes it sound as though the 
exhaust doesn’t move—but the most important thing to under-
stand is that it moves backward. Child readers are unlikely to 
pick that up from the integrated form of the rocket equation, 
appearing without explanation on the endpapers. Some con-
tent truly is beginner-friendly: “Getting to space is hard,” the 
text declares, adding, several pages later, “Getting to Mars is 
hard!” Other sentences ask much more from young readers: 

“Moons orbit planets, planets and asteroids orbit stars, and stars 
orbit the centers of galaxies, which often contain supermassive 
black holes, which have so much gravity that even light can’t 
escape!” Illustrations are straightforward and geometric, like a 
textbook’s, but with less detail. Vocabulary defined in a closing 
glossary is highlighted in the narrative, but some choices befud-
dle: Planet is defined, for instance, but suborbital path is not.

A surface-level hodgepodge. (list of selected spacecraft, 
glossary, resources) (Nonfiction. 8-12)
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IT’S NOT VERY 
COMPLICATED 
Ribeyron, Samuel
Illus. by the author
Reycraft Books (40 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Nov. 6, 2020
978-1-4788-7031-9  

What is contained in the heart and 
the mind is explored in this unusual pic-
ture book, originally published in France. 

The unnamed narrator, a young child 
illustrated with light-brown hair and light skin, lives next door 
to Louise, a child the narrator’s age illustrated with light skin 
and dark-brown hair. They draw together on the ground with 
large colored chalk, creating a forest of “big trunks…and leaves 
of all colors,” which is sometimes “roll[ed] over” by a passing 
car. (Yikes.) One day, Louise asks the narrator what is inside 
the narrator’s head. Unsure, the child decides to look. This is 
unusually—and effectively, given Ribeyron’s collagelike style—
illustrated by showing the child literally pushing back the top 
of their head. To the child’s surprise, the child finds a forest—
or rather, a series of forests. A sequence of exquisite double-
page spreads showing evocatively rendered forests (described 
as “quiet,” “shy,” “secret,” etc.) present as visual metaphors for 
different states of mind. Crisp edges are mixed with free-form 
lines, exploring the balance between boundaries and creative 
expression. The narrator goes to tell Louise about the forests, 
but “Louise was gone. Forever.” This sudden and unsettling 
turn of events is unexplained, and the narrator, unable to cry, 
thinks perhaps they have no heart inside. So the child opens up 
their heart area and looks. What’s within will delight readers. 
(This book was reviewed digitally with 13.4-by-19.6-inch double-page 
spreads viewed at 16.8% of actual size.)

This exquisitely illustrated story will appeal to contem-
plative and artistic readers. (Picture book. 5-10)

BEAR IS NOT SLEEPY
Rijken, Jelleke & van Gageldonk, Mack
Illus. by van Gageldonk, Mack
Clavis (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Nov. 3, 2020
978-1-60537-566-3  

Bear, Elephant, and Chicken set out 
to find out where the birds go in winter.

Although it is almost time for Bear to go to sleep for the cold 
season (the word hibernation is not used in this book for very 
young children), he becomes curious when he sees birds flying 
in a V. His friend Elephant explains, “They are flying to a warm 
place for the winter.” Bear gets the notion that he might enjoy 
such a place and convinces his friends (the trio from Goodbye, 
Grandpa, 2018) to accompany him. They travel through a variety 
of disparate landscapes, but Bear doesn’t feel the sleepiness that 
should be naturally overtaking him. Finally, just when they are 
nearing the “warm place,” Bear falls asleep. When his friends 

try to wake him, he starts weeping and explains that he wants 
to return home: “Bears don’t go to warm places in the winter. 
Bears sleep in the winter.” Of course, his friends help him imme-
diately thanks to a hot air balloon that magically appears. The 
cartoon animals and the spare, matte backgrounds with just a 
hint of detail complement this simple story with its beginning 
look at scientific concepts, just enough to start young children 
wondering about bears and birds and their seasonal habits. The 
animals’ adventures may also jump-start ideas about travel and 
geography. (This book was reviewed digitally with 10.2-by-19.6-inch 
double-page spreads viewed at 28.9% of actual size.)

This simple story opens the door to exploration of 
sophisticated concepts. (Picture book. 3-5)

THE DAY LADYBUG DREW A 
GIANT BALL OF FLUFF
Román, José Carlos
Illus. by Aguirre, Zuriñe
Trans. by Brokenbrow, Jon
Cuento de Luz (28 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Nov. 1, 2020
978-84-16733-88-0  

How alarming is an incorrect draw-
ing assignment?

It’s “just a normal day” in this forest where cheerful insects 
live in flowers as tall as trees. The schoolroom, inside a tree, 
has a blackboard and geometry tools. But when students hand 
in their assigned homework, a drawing of an elephant, the 
teacher’s so stunned by Ladybug’s picture that her googly eyes 
roll around in her head—one eyeball up, one down. “What on 
earth is that?” Miss Dragonfly exclaims. Ladybug replies: “It’s “a 
giant ball of fluff.” (It looks more like a nonfluffy black scribble, 
like a knotted ball of twine.) The nonelephant drawing earns 
Ladybug various outsized reactions: a medical visit to check her 
hearing; stunned parents who react by spying on her; strange 
looks from the entire community. The disproportionate reac-
tions don’t seem to be the joke; the message seems merely that 
a direct question can clear away confusion. Luckily, Aguirre’s 
zesty illustrations perk everything up. Hilarious yet harmoni-
ous visual juxtapositions abound. Insects live atop leaves and 
under toadstools, yet they have landlines, sinks for brushing 
teeth, and, amusingly, potted plants. Tiny, crisp, red autumn 
leaves thrive next to lush, verdant greens; hazy background tree 
landscapes glow dimly and gorgeously; a beetle’s bodily stripes 
are sharp while tree bark and snail shells are soft. Firefly wings 
are delicate lace. Insects’ faces are blue, green, or beige.

A cornucopia of visual textures dresses up a rather 
obscure story. (Picture book. 4-7)
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SURPRISING SPIES
Unexpected Heroes of World 
War II
Ruelle, Karen Gray
Holiday House (160 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-0-8234-3757-3  

Spies played a critical and fascinating 
role in World War II.

Ruelle provides interesting and some-
times suspenseful biographies of eight 

active, important, and often heroic spies who worked during 
World War II. Ruelle profiles Juan Pujol Garcia, a talented Span-
ish storyteller; Jasper Maskelyne, a British magician; Josephine 
Baker, an African American performer; Eddie Chapman, a Brit-
ish thief; Virginia Hall, an American State Department employee 
and amputee; Noor Inayat Khan, a biracial (Indian/White) Sufi 
woman who grew up in France and England; Roy Hawthorne, a 
Navajo Code Talker; and Moe Berg, a Jewish American major 
league baseball player. (With the exception of Baker, Khan, and 
Hawthorne, Ruelle’s subjects presented White.) They took var-
ied paths to their dangerous new careers, but many were already 
experienced travelers who were fluent in several languages. All 
of them seem to have shared steely nerves and a willingness to 
put their lives in significant peril. For young Noor Khan, her 
efforts would ultimately result in her execution by the Nazis. 
Brief, unobtrusive, but useful sidebars provide additional infor-
mation, and ample period photographs and maps are sprinkled 
throughout the text. Covering similar material and aimed at the 
same age group, this effort is far superior to Jennifer Swanson’s 
Spies, Lies, and Disguise, illustrated by Kevin O’Malley (2019). 
Additional material includes information about several other 
spies, codes, and suggestions for crafting secret messages.

An engaging examination of the important although 
often unsung work of spies. (bibliography, recommended 
reading, source notes, index) (Collective biography. 10-14)

LAST DANCE
Schroy, Hanna
Illus. by the author
Iron Circus Comics (190 pp.) 
$12.00 paper  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-945820-72-4  

Can a pair of enchanted shoes save a 
ballerina’s career?

As a child, Miriam was pushed to 
be the best. Now, as an adult princi-
pal dancer, her ambition leads her to 

overwork her body to the point of injury. Refusing to believe 
she’ll never dance again, Miriam pushes herself, her attempts 
to dance ending in devastating pain until she uncovers a magi-
cal door to the wings of a shadowy theater. There, a childlike 
shadow spirit entices Miriam with an enchanted pair of pointe 
shoes that will allow her to dance again. Will Miriam’s jealousy 

and ambition lead to tragedy, or will she find the courage to 
fight back and take steps toward a healthier, happier life? Done 
in a palette dominated by gray-blue and soft yellow, the illustra-
tions use a variety of perspectives to show the movement of the 
dancers. Speech-bubble dialogue and wordless sequences move 
the serviceable plot along at a brisk pace. Miriam is drawn as 
a tall, blond White woman; the company as a whole is diverse. 
Balletomanes will notice that, oddly, the dancers often wear 
their hair loose. Although there are parallels to Hans Christian 
Andersen’s classic “The Red Shoes,” this moralistic story avoids 
a sinister or tragic conclusion. Instead, Miriam is forgiven by 
most for her overweening ambition, and the tidy, bland resolu-
tion allows her the opportunity to lead a meaningful life. 

A ballet story with a slight surreal twist for dance lovers.  
(glossary) (Graphic fiction. 8-12)

THE RESCUE RABBITS
Seltzer, Eric
Illus. by Garrigue, Roland
Two Lions (32 pp.) 
$13.95  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-5420-4263-5  

Animals in trouble? Who you gonna 
call? Rescue Rabbits!

Ace, Chip, Dot, and Spot are the Res-
cue Rabbits. From Rescue Rabbit Headquarters, they use their 
high-tech gadgets and machines as well as their smarts to rescue 
animals of all species. They lift Edgar Elephant with their Res-
cue Rabbits Super-Excavator in order to extract a thorn from 
his foot. They block traffic with their Rescue Rabbits Limo to 
allow the Duckling family to cross the street. But their big res-
cue of the day begins with a call on their Special-Ops Telephone: 
Prince Rex the Rhino is stuck up a tree with ants in his pants 
and chopsticks up his nose. When they locate him, the ants and 
the chopsticks are easy to take care of, but getting him out of 
the tree proves difficult. He won’t use a ladder or a rope. The 
Rescue Rabbits bring in Queen Rex, who scares her kid out of 
the tree and promptly forgives him for using her chopsticks to 
free her ants from her ant farm. Seltzer’s text unfolds in a com-
bination of speech bubbles and narrative text with tech-words 
highlighted in red. The perfusion of technobabble does not 
hide the fact that the story itself is forced. Garrigue’s Richard 
Scarry–esque cartoons also try too hard, and the combo makes 
less sense that it ought.

More exhausting than entertaining. (Picture book. 4-8)

An engaging examination of the important 
although often unsung work of spies.

surprising spies
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DINOSAURS
Fact and Fable
Simon, Seymour
Harper/HarperCollins (48 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-0-06-247063-8  

An abbreviated overview of the dino-
world, as currently conceived and studied.

Best regarded as a shortened, revised, and reillustrated 
update to New Questions and Answers About Dinosaurs, illustrated 
by Jennifer Owings Dewey (1990), this outing pairs a zippy 
selection of color photos and paleo-art to a brisk recap of basic 
facts, with particular focus on recent theories and discoveries. 
Drifting into and out of a Q&A format, the book covers a broad 
range of topics including dinosaur hips and feathers, what pale-
ontologists and fossils are, and new technology for finding and 
studying the latter. He goes on to highlight seven standard-issue 

“Dino-Stars,” discuss the “asteroid” and “volcano” extinction 
theories (properly suggesting that both may be correct), then 
closes by reaffirming that, yes, birds really belong to the thero-
pod family. The pictures are consistently apt and occasionally 
arresting, ranging from a close-up of Velociraptor avidly chasing 
a frantic-looking small mammal to views of scientists at work 
(most White). If “the Stegosaurus State” is not Colorado’s nick-
name (not on any official list, anyway), and a quaint claim that 
T. rex was the largest carnivorous dinosaur will have young Spi-
nosaurus fans howling in protest, still this offers an easily read-
able road map of the field for younger dinophiles. (This book was 
reviewed digitally with 10-by-20-inch double-page spreads viewed at 
75% of actual size.)

Thin in spots, but both topic and author come with vast 
built-in audiences. (index, reading list) (Informational picture 
book. 8-10)

SWISH!
The Slam-Dunking,
Alley-Ooping, High-Flying 
Harlem Globetrotters
Slade, Suzanne
Illus. by Tate, Don
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-0-316-48167-0  

A lively look at the history of the 
Harlem Globetrotters.

Five serious African American basketball players with no 
opportunity to play in the top teams due to the racism of the 
1920s took their basketball skills on the road, calling themselves 
the Harlem Globe Trotters (they became the Globetrotters 
sometime in the ’30s). White America had a hard time cop-
ing with the Trotters’ beating their teams—until the Trotters 
changed the way they played. They turned their games into 
theatrics, emphasizing slapstick and hilarity while at the same 
time honing their skills till “they played the most breathtaking, 

groundbreaking ball the country had ever seen.” In 1948, Globe-
trotters finally got an opportunity to challenge the Minnesota 
Lakers, the best team in the Whites-only NBA. The Globetrot-
ters’ win caused the entire NBA to reconsider their recruit-
ment policy. Slade has done careful, thorough research, easily 
engaging young readers as they learn about the Globetrotters’ 
groundbreaking history. Veteran illustrator Tate creates con-
stant movement, visually underscoring the title with dynamic 
(sometimes impossible) perspectives and basketballs caught in 
stop-motion fashion as they fly across the court. Robust back-
matter bolsters the account, including a detailed timeline that’s 
thoughtfully printed on the inside pages of the endpapers so 
that pasted-down jacket flaps will not obscure any of it.

From beginning to end, fans will feel connected to the 
dynamic style of the Globetrotters and how they influ-
enced American history. (further information, artist’s note, 
selected sources, photos) (Informational picture book. 4-8)

THE PIG WAR
How a Porcine Tragedy 
Taught England and America 
To Share
Smith, Emma Bland
Illus. by Jay, Alison
Calkins Creek/Boyds Mills (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-68437-171-6  

“This is a true tale about two mighty nations, an ill-fated pig, 
and a most unusual war. It is also a story about sharing.”

That opening, in black, sans-serif lettering, is followed by 
further text that’s broken up by red-inked headings for date, 
setting, characters, and mood. Continuing a jaunty, lighthearted 
tone that proceeds throughout the text, it informs readers that 
the mood is “About to change, for the worse.” The verso sports 
an antique-looking map of the Western Hemisphere with a 
detail of San Juan—a Pacific Northwest coast island of, in 1859, 
ambiguous provenance inhabited both by British employees of 
the Hudson’s Bay Company and a few American settlers. (The 
original, Indigenous residents are relegated to a parenthetical 
mention in the author’s note and figure not at all in the story.) As 
the story begins, an American named Lyman Cutlar angrily kills 
Brit Charles Griffin’s pig as it eats from Cutlar’s potato patch. 
Cutlar apologizes and offers to pay for the pig but then refuses 
to pay Griffin’s exorbitant asking price. Enter authorities from 
both nations in an escalation that eventually involves scores of 
warships. When war seems inevitable, Gen. Winfield Scott is 
sent by President James Buchanan to mediate. The text is true 
to its introduction, and it also pursues the idea that hothead-
edness leads to disastrous consequences. Vocabulary, verbosity, 
and content suit this for older elementary, independent readers. 
The storytelling goes a bit flat at the end, when Cutlar is men-
tioned but not Griffin. Colorful, stylized art against apparently 
distressed surfaces is an impeccable complement. (This book was 
reviewed digitally with 10-by-20-inch double-page spreads viewed at 
42.6% of actual size.)

Tate creates constant movement, visually underscoring the title 
with dynamic (sometimes impossible) perspectives.

swish!
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Weirdly fascinating. (photographs, timeline, resources, 
artist’s note) (Informational picture book. 7-9)

THE RUNAWAY NO-WHEELER
Stein, Peter
Illus. by Staake, Bob
Viking (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-0-593-11420-9  

Neither snow nor sleet nor missing wheels stay this brave 
18-wheeler from its appointed round.

Stein and Staake try their hand at a bit of plot after having 
created multiple books in the free-wheeling Cars Galore (2011) 
vein. Tony is a massive semi with plenty of experience deliver-
ing goods on time. Alas, today is one day when Tony will find 
himself tested like never before. First he loses a wheel when he 
slides on some slime. Then poor roads, baby ducks, and wheel 
thieves beset the brave truck in turn. After the encounter with 
wheel-eating aliens, Tony’s lost 14 wheels. The last four are soon 
to follow, but what’s that? Up ahead lies Tony’s destination. Can 
he make it after all? Staake applies much of the cheerful chaos 
already perfected when he illustrated Margaret Wise Brown’s 
similarly out-of-control The Steam Roller (2017). A cast of rain-
bow-colored people gapes and gawps as Tony barrels through 
candy-colored retro landscapes filled with tiny details for 
sharp little eyes (and a solid Seinfeld reference for older ones). 
Whether it’s thieves, ET’s, or slime, this book’s rhymes never 
strain for the right number of syllables, upping the ante on the 
action beautifully. (This book was reviewed digitally with 9-by-
22-inch double-page spreads viewed at 43.9% of actual size.)

A bona fide fiasco on wheels that’ll have the kids scream-
ing for more. (Picture book. 3-6)

SCOOPER AND DUMPER
Ward, Lindsay
Illus. by the author
Two Lions (40 pp.) 
$13.95  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-1-5420-9268-5  

Friends don’t let friends expire in 
snowdrifts.

Convoluted storytelling and confus-
ing art turn a cute premise into a mish-

mash of a book. Scooper’s a front loader that works in the town 
salt yard, replenishing the snowplows that arrive. Dumper’s her 
best friend, more than happy to plow and salt the roads himself. 
When the big city calls in Dumper to help with a snow squall, he 
brushes off Scooper’s concerns. Yet slippery roads and a seven-
vehicle pileup launch poor Dumper onto his side in a snowbank. 
Can Scooper overcome fears that she’s too slow and save the 
day? Following a plot as succinct as this should be a breeze, but 
the rhyming text obfuscates more than it clarifies. Lines such as, 

“Dumper’s here— / let’s rock ’n’ roll! / Big city’s callin’ for / some 

small-town soul” can prove impenetrable. The art of the book 
matches this confusion, with light-blue Dumper often hard to 
pick out among other, similarly colored vehicles, particularly in 
the snowstorm. Speech bubbles, as when the city calls for Scoo-
per’s and Dumper’s help, lead to a great deal of visual confusion. 
Scooper is also featured sporting long eyelashes and a bow, lest 
anyone mistake the dithering, frightened truck as anything but 
female. (This book was reviewed digitally with 11-by-17-inch double-
page spreads viewed at 16.8% of actual size.)

Who ya gonna call? A different snowplow book. (Picture 
book. 3-6)

AMAZING ANIMAL EARTH
Yap, Alessandra
Illus. by Popp, Anastasia
Little Steps/Trafalgar (28 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Nov. 1, 2020
978-1-912678-22-8  

Discover an international bevy of 
animals.

The story opens with a young red-haired White girl in a 
rural setting learning about animals from an atlas. As she reads, 
the girl imagines herself in a variety of faraway places interact-
ing with their indigenous species, continent by continent. The 
concept is enjoyable, but the execution quickly palls. The text 
is written in a belabored abab rhyme scheme that struggles for 
rhyme and misses scansion: In Europe, readers learn, “There’s a 
tall brown bear, lounging to rest, / moose with giant antlers on 
their heads, / lynx and badgers that wander the forest, / and rein-
deer that pull Santa’s sled.” The bland watercolor illustrations 
don’t fare much better. Although they are bright and engag-
ing, in many instances they do not correspond to the text. For 
example, while the girl is reading about the animals of Europe, 
the narration describes a “nattering fox that wants to talk,” yet 
the two foxes on the page are pictured curled up asleep in a tree. 
Later, in Asia, the text states, “tapirs and langurs nap in a daze,” 
yet the animals are pictured awake, eating, and alert. These dis-
sonances repeat throughout the text. There is no backmatter to 
support facts stated or lead readers to further (better) informa-
tion. (This book was reviewed digitally with 8.3-by-19.6-inch double-
page spreads viewed at actual size.)

No need to make room on the animal shelf for this one. 
(Picture book. 6-8)
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NEW BABY!
Zeavin, Carol & Silverbush, Rhona
Illus. by Davis, Jon
Magination/American Psychological 
Association (16 pp.) 
$8.99  |  Nov. 17, 2020
978-1-4338-3250-5 
Series: Terrific Toddlers 

Toddler Kai navigates the transition to big brotherhood 
with the help of his parents.

By providing lots of reassurance and clear explanations, 
Kai’s parents guide him through his anxiety, pride, and even 
anger at the arrival of his new little sibling. The story features 
an interracial, heteronormative family with a White-presenting 
mom and brown-skinned dad. All plays out exactly as one might 
expect: Welcoming a new sibling isn’t easy, but the older child 
winds up feeling secure in his place in the family. With cool 
colors and a muted palette, the illustrations are sweet if a little 
bland. The real strength of this book is the way that it mod-
els for caregivers how to validate a child’s feelings and provide 
comfort. For example, Kai’s mother identifies his anger, gives 
him words for what he’s experiencing, and reminds him, “I love 
you, Kai, even when you’re angry.” As a part of the Terrific Tod-
dler series, it includes a note to parents and caregivers at the 
end with advice related to helping a toddler welcome a new baby. 
Two other books in the series publish simultaneously,  Potty! and 
Time To Go! They address helping children learn to use the toi-
let and transition from activity to activity, respectively. Oddly, 
given the audience, the relatively wordy text is printed on flimsy 
paper pages instead of board. 

High marks for validating toddlers’ feelings but other-
wise unremarkable. (Picture book. 2-3) (Potty!: 978-1-4338-3251-2; 
Time To Go!: 978-1-4338-3252-9)

POOKA & BUNNI
Zivoin, Jennifer
Illus. by the author
Magination/American Psychological 
Association (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-4338-3214-7  

Two siblings discover they can 
accomplish amazing things together.

Bunni is older, clever, and inventive. 
Pooka is little, also clever, and wants to do everything that Bunni 
does. Bunni draws a plan and builds a castle from objects in the 
room. Upon leaving for a whistling lesson, Bunni warns Pooka 
not to touch. Of course Pooka must investigate and is mightily 
impressed by the creation. A bit too much enthusiasm leads to 
the collapse of the structure and a big “Uh oh.” Pooka tries to fix 
it, but nothing works. Instead she decides to move small things 
and create a whole new design. When Bunni returns, it is the 
older sib’s turn to be impressed and amazed, only to accidently 
knock this one over also. But no tears, no recriminations—they 

will build a better castle together. Zivoin is never preachy, allow-
ing young readers to absorb the gentle lesson about sibling love, 
acceptance, and just getting along. Bright, colorful illustrations 
depict the pair as incredibly nonfrightening furry monsters 
with heaps of personality. Bunni is purple and has pigtails tied 
with bows; Pooka is bright green with red and pink horns on her 
head. The pictorial details beautifully enhance and flesh out the 
tale with charming details. 

No sibling rivalry in this tender and loving tale. (Picture 
book. 3-8)

TWELVE NIGHTS
Zurcher, Andrew
Philomel (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-5247-4161-7  

When Kay’s father goes missing on 
Christmas Eve, she discovers a danger-
ous and magical world of fables.

After a strange visit to their father’s 
workplace, Kay and her younger sister, 
Ell, discover that all traces of him have 

vanished, as if he had never existed in the first place. The sis-
ters are visited by Will O. de Wisp and Flip Gibbet, two wraiths 
of the Honorable Society of Wraiths and Phantasms, who are 
seeking to remove the last piece of evidence of their father’s 
existence. Struck by the revelation that Kay is what they call 
an author—the only ones, aside from witnesses, with the ability 
to see wraiths—Kay and Ell leave on a journey to rescue their 
father. The story overtly functions as a treatise on the nature 
of stories and their importance as part of various cultures. One 
figure, the Bride of Bithynia, bears a strong resemblance to 
the leannan sídhe of Irish folklore, and Orpheus from Greek 
mythology is directly referenced. Zurcher skillfully draws read-
ers into his fantastical world with a writing style reminiscent 
of Philip Pullman. While the narrative is engaging, the ending 
is rather disappointing, serving more as a hook for a potential 
sequel than as a satisfying conclusion in itself. Main characters 
seem to be White; there are vague hints that 8-year-old Ell may 
be neurodivergent, however this is not given much focus.

One for the bookshelf of any fantasy enthusiast. (Fantasy. 
10-14)
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JULIAN IN PURGATORY
Allen, Jon
Illus. by the author
Iron Circus Comics (228 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  Feb. 9, 2021
978-1-945820-74-8  

The drug addiction, unemployment, 
homelessness, near death, and fractured 

search for self-worth of a deceptively cute comic cat.
Julian (an anthropomorphized cat) is the son of a former 

two-term mayor, wearer of expensive shirts, and addict of his 
coffee-table drug buffet. After his levelheaded girlfriend kicks 
him out, Julian dredges his list of next-best friends hoping to 
find money, new digs, and someone who will understand why 
the world is against him. Though he hates his haters, he can’t 
help but think that maybe there’s some truth to what they’re 
saying. Julian’s interpretation of lemons to lemonade: steal 
a bag of drugs from his dealer and try to make a financial go 
of it without getting caught. Except he does. The panels per 
spread alternate from one per page to four, an intentionality 
of variation that keeps the visual narrative flowing. Close-ups 
have an ad campaign graphic quality to them (sharp and chic). 
Speech bubbles have easily digested text (even spacing, linear 
execution). An absence of scratchy texture to the art makes for 
a smooth, black-and-white creaminess that supports the seem-
ingly innocuous world of adorable animal characters (you nearly 
forget you’re witnessing weighty material like attempted mur-
der, a dead drug dealer in hell, or two girlfriends getting drunk 
while bashing bad boyfriends).

Puts the dark in comedy and sheds some light on an 
addict’s circuitous path to uncertainty. (Graphic fiction. 14-18)

THE GOOD GIRLS
Bartlett, Claire Eliza
HarperTeen (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-06-294310-1  

Someone is breaking the small-town 
silence in this teen noir.

Jefferson-Lorne, Colorado, is a small 
town, and its girls are labeled: slut (Claude 
Vanderly), airhead (Avery Cross), and 
cutthroat academic (Gwen Sayer). As all 

grapple with their reputations, their complicated romantic rela-
tionships, and the dark rumors that plague the high school, 
cheerleader Emma Baines goes missing after making a bold 

THE BROKEN RAVEN by Joseph Elliott ........................................... 110

THE SUFFRAGIST PLAYBOOK by Lucinda Robb & 
Rebecca Boggs Roberts ........................................................................114

TEEN KILLERS CLUB by Lily Sparks ...............................................116

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

THE SUFFRAGIST PLAYBOOK
Your Guide To Changing the World
Robb, Lucinda & Roberts, Rebecca Boggs
Candlewick (160 pp.)
$15.99  |  Oct. 27, 2020
978-1-5362-1033-0
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Every year the Kirkus Prize for 
Young Readers’ Literature judg-
es have the pleasure of reading 
dozens of YA titles that received 
stars—and the great challenge 
of selecting only two of them 
to move forward to the finalist 
round. This year they have cho-
sen one realistic fiction novel in 
verse and one nonfiction adapta-

tion of a title for adults. (My colleague Vicky Smith 
writes about the picture-book and middle-grade fi-
nalists on page 78.) What do these books have in 
common? At a time when many releases for teens 
seem written for adult fans of YA—overlooking the 
developmental needs of adolescents—both these 
books firmly center the teen reader.

The teen years are a time when many young peo-
ple begin to awaken to the realization that their par-
ents are fallible, a profound and disorienting shift. 
The protagonists of Clap 
When You Land by Elizabeth 
Acevedo (Quill Tree Books/
HarperCollins, May 5) are half 
sisters: Yahaira, who lives in 
New York City with her par-
ents, and Camino, who, since 
her mother died, lives with 
her aunt in the Dominican 
Republic. Neither knows the 
other exists. Each girl experi-
ences the absence of their be-
loved Papi, who leaves New 
York to work in the DR each summer. Not only are 
the girls’ lives miles apart, but their material circum-
stances, feelings of security, and the ways in which 
others perceive them differ as well. Yahaira is darker 
skinned like her dad, a chess champion, and in love 
with her girlfriend. Camino is lighter, loves to swim, 
dreams of attending Columbia University, and must 
continually evade a local sexual predator. Their lives 
collide in the aftermath of a tragic plane crash that 
kills their Papi—and everyone else aboard—while en 
route to Puerto Plata. Their grief is complicated by 

the realization that the man who meant so much to 
them had lied about such a critical part of his life. Yet 
this masterful work is filled with hope and optimism. 
Yahaira’s and Camino’s voices are expressively distinct 
and fully realized. The sisters exemplify the promise 
of the teen years: the courage it takes to reframe one’s 
understanding of parental figures fuels adolescent 
rage, idealism, love, and, ultimately, growth.

Just as teens begin to view their families through a 
more critical and mature lens, they turn this scrutiny 
to the world around them. Perhaps more than at any 
time since the civil rights movement, young people 
are witnessing a national reckoning with conceptions 
of the past, present, and future. Stamped: Racism, An-
tiracism, and You: A Remix of the National Book Award–

Winning Stamped From the 
Beginning by Jason Reynolds 
and Ibram X. Kendi (Little, 
Brown, March 10) is the ide-
al book to help them make 
sense of it all. This ground-
breaking work could not be 
further from a merely con-
densed, simplified version 
of the original. Kendi’s com-
prehensive, mature work of 
detailed scholarship, which 
clocks in at close to 600 pag-

es, is here trimmed by half and its key points rewrit-
ten in Reynolds’ trademark vigorous style whose 
rhythm and musicality soars. As people wonder how 
the U.S. ended up as a politically polarized, deeply 
unequal society in which the American dream is a 
concept not borne out by reality, this book—which 
the authors remind readers is “not a history book”—
shows how anti-Black racism, baked into the DNA of 
the nation and its institutions, has over the centuries 
culminated in the divisions we see today. The empha-
sis on this not being a work of history is not an insult 
to history books, it’s a potent reminder that we are 
living with the consequences of past choices and, by 
understanding them, have the power to influence the 
future. —L.S.

the kirkus prize for young 
readers’ literature: ya finalists
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accusation. When police investigate Emma’s disappearance 
(and apparent death), the three girls come under suspicion 
even as they secretly seek justice. Not only do they navigate the 
petty scandals of high school and parental power struggles, the 
girls also tackle bigger issues like body image, substance abuse, 
sexuality, and consent. Bartlett, author of The Winter Duke 
(2020), continues her exploration of queer and feminist issues 
but grounds it in an all-too-real modern world with real mon-
sters. Clearly attempting to avoid revealing the core crime too 
early, the novel begins with slow pacing, relentless shifts in nar-
rators, and a minefield of misdirection and distractions before 
barreling toward a well-calculated and high-stakes climax. The 
young women’s rage and regret are palpable, and their reactions 
to trauma and drama are realistic even if their solutions are 
improbably elaborate. The main cast reads as White; they vary 
in their living situations, income levels, and sexuality, and there 
is ethnic diversity in the supporting cast. A solid addition to the 
traumatized teen mystery genre.

Revenge served cold. (Mystery. 14-18)

IT ONLY HAPPENS IN 
THE MOVIES
Bourne, Holly
HMH Books (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-358-17206-2  

Reeling from her parents’ traumatic 
divorce and her own recent breakup, 
English teen Audrey vows not to let 
incorrigible romantic Harry woo her. 

Audrey Winters needs an escape 
from both home and high school. Two years ago, her father 
left to be with his pregnant girlfriend, and her mother remains 
shattered and unstable. Audrey quit drama, her favorite class, 
after her actor boyfriend abruptly dumped her. Enter Flicker 
Cinema: Audrey takes a job at the upscale theater, and soon her 
nights are filled with difficult customers, a demanding manager, 
and unrepentant flirt Harry Lipton. To Harry’s bewilderment, 
Audrey refuses to be won over by his charm. She’s through with 
the notion of romance; she’s even focusing her media studies 
research on why real love is never like in the movies. But the 
more time they spend together, whether it be vacuuming the 
movie theater or working on Harry’s zombie movie, the more 
she finds herself warming to him. The pair fall into a whirlwind 
romance fit for the silver screen—but just like in the movies, 
there’s no story without high-stakes drama crashing the party. 
Audrey and Harry’s relationship sings with witty banter, electric 
heat, and feverish emotion, but Audrey’s journey to self-discov-
ery reaps even more rewards, leaving readers with a fresh, realis-
tic look at first love. All major characters are White.

A wild ride that’s high on drama and deep in self-reflec-
tion.  (movie list) (Fiction. 14-18)

CECILIA’S MAGICAL MISSION
Canales, Viola
Arte Público (248 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Oct. 31, 2020
978-1-55885-877-0  

Magic and religion intermingle in a 
quest to find purpose.

Eighth graders Cecilia and Julie are 
close friends who live in the same apart-
ment building. Julie relocated from New 
York to California after Hurricane Sandy 

destroyed their lives, and her mom is battling deep depres-
sion that keeps her in bed most days. Cecilia helps out in the 
family taco truck when she can. Her Catholic Confirmation is 
approaching, so she’ll need to select her patron saint, one who 
connects to her don—or special, innate gift—as soon as pos-
sible. Only she is not yet sure what her don is. A family tragedy 
means that Cecilia and her parents must rely on their tightknit 
community to help finance a trip home to Mexico. Now, pres-
sure is mounting for Cecilia to find her don so that she can help 
her family when they need it most—but Cecilia is conflicted 
about forging a deeper relationship with her religion and cul-
ture and the time it takes away from her dedication to school. 
Busy readers will identify with Cecilia’s feelings of being torn 
between family pressure, schoolwork, and friends. Spiritual-
ity is central to the story, and Cecilia’s godmother guides her, 
along with readers, to understand the deep cultural significance 
and mysticism inherent to some beliefs. Cecilia’s parents immi-
grated to the U.S. from Mexico; Julie is presumed White. 

This journey to discover identity is a rocky road punctu-
ated by miracles and strong coffee. (Fiction. 12-18)

THE TARGET STORYBOOK
Ed. by Cole, Steve
Penguin Group UK (320 pp.) 
$23.99  |  Oct. 24, 2020
978-1-78594-474-1 
Series: Doctor Who 

Join the Doctors and their compan-
ions on journeys through space and time.

Spanning the entirety of the Doctor 
Who series run, this anthology caters to a 
broad fan base by balancing original and 

post-reboot Doctors while also giving the Doctors’ companions 
their own stories. In “Gatecrashers” by Joy Wilkinson, the 13th 
Doctor and her fam visit a locked alien world, where lives are 
trapped by technology. Both murder mystery and foreshadow-
ing of modern society, this story also analyzes the beauty found 
in dark places. “Grounded” by Una McCormack begins with 
Ben, his Dad, and his Dad’s friend as they cover conspiracy 
theories and aliens; it’s a quiet and charming tale compared 
to the more action-packed stories. In “We Can’t Stop What’s 
Coming” by editor Cole, the eighth Doctor, Fitz, and Trix inves-
tigate time distortions facing hostile Neanderthals, relying on 

A fresh, realistic look at first love.
it only happens in the movies
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empathy and their wits rather than Time Lord technology. “Pain 
Management” by Beverly Sanford steals the show with its spot-
on characterization and tone. It features the 12th Doctor, Bill, 
Nardole, and Missy, who, while trying to be good, accidentally 
cause massive havoc. From captive Doctors to brave compan-
ions, invading aliens, lifesaving missions, explorations of war 
and humanity, and the universe’s beauty, these 15 short stories 
are as varied and intriguing as the series itself. The stories vary 
in terms of accessibility depending on readers’ familiarity with 
all the Doctors’ various incarnations, which may encourage fur-
ther viewing of this classic.

Exhilarating and timeless. (Science fiction. 13-adult)

THE BROKEN RAVEN 
Elliott, Joseph
Walker US/Candlewick (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-5362-0748-4 
Series: Shadow Skye, 2 

The sequel to The Good Hawk (2020) 
sends characters both familiar and new 
into the wider world surrounding its fan-
tasy version of medieval Skye.

Agatha and Jaime have returned 
triumphantly after rescuing their clan from slavery. But their 
enclave is still held by enemies, and those in their current ref-
uge want them gone. After Agatha accidentally unleashes the 
deadly sgàilean, Jaime is sent back to Scotia to seek magical 
assistance while Agatha defiantly warns a rival clan. Meanwhile, 
young Sigrid is sold to the cruel Norvegian monarch who is busy 
scheming with the eldritch Inglish king. All three suspenseful 
plotlines are deftly interwoven, giving each alternating narra-
tor a distinctive voice: fierce, proud, impatient Agatha, with her 
disabilities that cause some to treat her cruelly and her uncanny 
rapport with animals; careful, depressed Jaime, prone to both 
panic attacks and reluctant flashes of bravery; and earthy, brash 
Sigrid, gifted with an eidetic memory and unexpected compas-
sion. Major and minor characters alike are fully rounded; Jaime 
in particular struggles with his newfound fascination for dark 
magic and a same-sex attraction that is not accepted in his cul-
ture. The worldbuilding is rich, integrating various magical sys-
tems into the landscapes and cultures of diverse countries and 
clans. The narrative gallops along, with hefty doses of humor, 
tenderness, and violence, until the storylines meet on a final 
page that will leave readers desperate for more.

A superlative middle volume, adding depth and scope 
without sacrificing clarity or theme. (Fantasy. 12-18)

THE DUBIOUS GIFT OF 
DRAGON BLOOD
Freeman,  J. Marshall
Bold Strokes Books (334 pp.)
$13.95 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-63555-725-1  

A prophecy reveals the impending 
death of one of the Five Dragons of the 
Realm of Fire.

Sixteen-year-old Crispin Haugen is 
chosen to be the Dragon Groom who 

will mate with the Dragon Queen in order to maintain the Five. 
Crispin, who’s gay, is stunned to learn about his hidden dragon 
heritage and understandably unenthused about fulfilling his 
role. He already has enough on his plate, from being outed to his 
classmates to suffering the humiliation of having a crush pub-
licly revealed. Upon arriving at the Realm of Fire, Crispin finds 
that his presence isn’t entirely welcome: Though the People 
hail Crispin’s arrival as a blessing, the pious Prime Magistrate 
refuses to acknowledge the prophecy and demands that Crispin 
leave. Further complicating matters is the growing attraction 
between Crispin and the Prime Magistrate’s handsome and 
devout pupil Davix. The recurring emphasis on personal agency 
and consent is a pleasant surprise, especially as it is applied to 
both intimate relationships and the chosen-one trope. Detailed 
worldbuilding and exposition slow down the narrative, but the 
action picks up in the final third of the book. Same-sex relation-
ships are the norm in the Realm of Fire, and sexuality is under-
stood to be fluid. Crispin is White and Filipino; all humans in 
the Realm of Fire have brown skin and black hair.

An ambitious, but unevenly executed, gay coming-of-age 
story draped in high fantasy. (Fantasy. 14-18)

IF I TELL YOU THE TRUTH
Kaur, Jasmin
HarperCollins (464 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-0-06-291264-0  

Punjabi teen Kiran Kaur lands in 
Canada with a terrible secret: She is 
pregnant with the child of the man who 
raped her.

Although her mother tries to force 
her to get an abortion, Kiran decides 

to keep the baby. Abandoned by her family, Kiran moves in 
with her queer friend Joti and gives birth to a girl she names 
Sahaara. Unable to keep up with studying, raising a newborn, 
and paying rent, Kiran drops out of university, loses her stu-
dent visa, and becomes undocumented. As Sahaara becomes a 
teen herself and discovers her family’s secrets, she must learn 
how to protect her mother—and survive in a body she now 
associates with her mother’s sexual assault. Following up on 
When You Ask Me Where I’m Going (2019), Kaur fills in details 
of both women’s stories and personalities with care and grace. 

The narrative gallops along, with hefty doses 
of humor, tenderness, and violence.

the broken raven
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The plot is tightly woven and action packed, and readers 
will quickly become invested in their complex journeys. The 
book alternates between poetry and prose as well as between 
Kiran’s and Sahaara’s perspectives, though the majority is told 
from Sahaara’s point of view. Sahaara’s voice, in particular, is 
fresh, honest, and a pleasure to read. At times the prose feels 
overwritten, however overall this is a fast-paced story that will 
keep readers engaged. 

A thoughtful, loving examination of immigration, sexual 
assault, and chosen family.  (Fiction. 14-18)

THE FROZEN PRINCE
Martineau, Maxym M. 
Sourcebooks Fire (416 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-1-72822-935-5 
Series: Beast Charmer, 1 

After the events of Kingdom of Exiles 
(2019), enemies, conspiracies, and secrets 
dog beast Charmer Leena and her lover, 
assassin guild master Noc.

Although Leena’s name was cleared 
by Wynn’s defeat, the Cruor and Charmers Council alike are 
no closer to finding Wynn’s co-conspirator, the woman who 
placed the hit on Leena—a magically binding oath that’s 
challenging Noc’s sanity as he fights it. Through early flash-
back chapters, Noc’s secretive backstory is revealed to read-
ers before Leena learns it (to her frustration), and it soon 
becomes relevant as a complication to their plans with each 
new person who uncovers it. Roughly a third of the way into 
the story, they make a plan—Charmers Council Crown Yaz-
min tells Leena of a beast that could help Noc, but first they 
must travel to get the ingredients for the lure—and set off on 
a beast-charming quest. The plot’s twists are telegraphed loud 
and clear and rely on a certain degree of naiveté and inaction 
on the heroes’ parts. While the primary storyline is about 
Leena and Noc’s trying to make their love safe (which includes 
a couple of love scenes that are sexy without being explicitly 
graphic), other characters occasionally narrate—with virtu-
ally identical narrative voices. While background characters 
are occasionally given skin color descriptors, the primary cast 
defaults to White. Immersive backmatter includes a bestiary 
and a Charmer color personality quiz.

A middling middle book. (Fantasy. 14-adult)

NEW YEAR’S KISS
Matthews, Lee
Underlined (256 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-593-17985-7  

A list of lifestyle goals spawns teen-
age romance.

Introvert Tess and her extrovert 
sister, Lauren, are spending the week 
before New Year’s in Vermont at their 
imposing grandmother’s winter resort. 

The teens have very different plans for the week: Elegant, olive-
skinned Lauren plans on skiing, dancing, and finding a winter 
fling while pale, mousy, blond Tess is planning on curling up 
with a series of good books. This plan is tossed once Tess meets 
Christopher in the lobby—a cute boy who’s got a broken leg 
and nothing but time to spend chatting with Tess. These chats 
lead to the creation of a list of tasks Tess wishes to complete 
before the year is out, things that will turn straight-laced Tess 
into an adventurer like her older sister. Will Tess complete her 
list? Will the romantic snow-covered hills of Vermont turn Tess 
and Christopher’s flirtation into something more? Tess and 
Christopher have charming conversations, and readers will 
enjoy every scene where it’s just the two of them. Less enjoy-
able are Tess’ grandmother and the half-baked subplot involving 
a lawsuit over Christopher’s broken leg. The author puts one 
too many roadblocks in the way of the couple’s getting together, 
giving an awkward structure to the narrative that comes danger-
ously close to scuttling the whole book despite the solid ending. 
Main characters are White.

A charming romance held back by one too many holdups. 
(Romance. 13-17)

BLACK CANARY
Breaking Silence
Monir, Alexandra
Random House (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Dec. 29, 2020
978-0-593-17831-7 
Series: DC Icons 

Gotham City was once a progressive, 
egalitarian metropolis safeguarded by 
powerful superheroes.

Then came the Silencing, a violent 
coup targeting any possible resistance. Now, all Gotham cow-
ers beneath the shadow of the autocratic Court of Owls—all 
except Dinah Lance, whose fury at the oppressive regime is 
matched only by her desire to sing, although music is forbidden 
to women. In a narratively predictable but vindictively welcome 
twist, Dinah, following in the footsteps of her deceased mother 
(the original Black Canary), discovers that she’s immune to 
the effects of the Silencing: Her music and voice can become 
deadly weapons. And to make matters yet more disconcerting, 
new boy–cum–Court darling Oliver Queen seems just a bit too 
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Furia by Yamile Saied Méndez (Algonquin, Sept. 15) 
takes readers into the life of Camila, a resident of the fút-
bol-mad Argentine city of Rosario. A successful student 
who dreams of going to university in the U.S. and becom-
ing a professional futbolera, Camila is juggling compet-
ing pressures. Her hardworking seamstress mother sees 
medicine as a more stable career path. Meanwhile, her 
budding romance with childhood friend Diego is com-
plicated by his new superstar status playing for Juventus 
FC in Turin, Italy. Pulled in different directions, Camila 
must figure out what her heart really wants. This page-
turner has exciting soccer action, thoughtful reflections 
on gender equality on and off the pitch, and an achingly 
real love story. Méndez spoke with me over Zoom from 
her home in Utah; the conversation has been edited for 
length and clarity. 

Your book is perfectly timed with the huge following 
the U.S. women’s national soccer team has.
I’ve been writing this book forever—I started in 2007! 
Of course, I was working on so many [other] things in 
the meantime. I kept going back to it, but I feel like the 
market was ready now. In the past I had amazing feed-
back, but everybody said that nobody would want to read 
about a girl growing up in Argentina. This is the piece 
that I submitted for the Walter Dean Myers grant, so I 
knew there was something there. [Editor’s note: Méndez 
was one of five winners of the inaugural grant given by 
We Need Diverse Books in 2015.]

Does Camila’s story have autobiographical 
elements?
I was born and raised in Rosario, and [like hers] my fam-
ily is composed of immigrants from all over. My grand-
father was Syrian Lebanese, and although nobody in my 
family spoke Arabic after [he] passed away, we were very 
much connected to the culture. I’m [also] a descendant 
of Indigenous people from Argentina, but sadly my mom 
was an orphan from a very early age so we lost that con-
nection to her family. I went to an all-girls school like Ca-
mila. My parents were not of means at all—my mom was 
a nanny, my dad was a taxi driver—but they were adamant 
about education. Having been teenagers during the dic-
tatorship at the end of the ’70s, they knew that education 
was the only way out of our situation.

Diego grew up struggling and has achieved wild suc-
cess in Europe, yet he feels so homesick; you approach 
this with such nuance.
That experience of Diego missing home is completely 
me being away from home and then going back as hav-
ing “made it,” because I am the first in my extended fam-
ily to have gone to college. I always say that I left Rosario, 
but Rosario never left me. It’s the call of the land where 
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IN FURIA, SOCCER DREAMS FUEL A TEEN GIRL’S AMBITIONS 
By Laura Simeon
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you were born. Although I love to travel, I left thinking 
that one day I would go back to my country, and I never 
totally said goodbye. The only reason I’m here today and 
have the privilege to write in a foreign language and have 
people read this book is because of the sacrifice of all who 
came before me. With Diego, it’s his desire to pay it for-
ward to the little kids who maybe have an even brighter 
potential than he did. He sees himself everywhere when 
he goes back to Rosario. It’s that struggle between assim-
ilating and keeping your roots.

The obstacles the girls on the soccer team face are 
central to the book.
As a child, I wasn’t allowed [to play soccer], not because 
my parents were horrible people, [but] because of the 
stigma. In Latin America there’s a big tradition of phys-
ical education at school, and so we played the accepted 
games for girls: volleyball, handball, field hockey. But we 
didn’t play football, not even at recess. El Buen Pastor 
[where Camila teaches children living in poverty] is a real 
place—it was the women’s jail in the 1800s. Football 100 
years ago was forbidden to women by law; we could go to 
a place like [that] for being disobedient daughters. These 
women, these futboleras, were still playing even knowing 
that. What they did 100 years ago made it possible for us.

Feminism is an important theme in the book, along 
with violence against women. The march the girls go 
on when the sister of a teammate disappears is very 
powerful.
Every time I open [an Argentine] newspaper there’s at least 
one new name. When I was in school in the ’90s, there was 
one girl, María Soledad [Morales], that marked my genera-
tion. She was the first big name that we knew. She had been 
killed just for being a girl. In the past, this violence was ex-
plained as “oh, they must have done something,” or “what 
were they wearing”—the typical things that are said here, 
too. But lately I feel like the message that we need to do 
something as a society is reaching every family. The vio-
lence is just brutal. A lot of it lies in having been a colonized 
nation: This violence that was inflicted on the Indigenous 
people dripped down into society, and it’s always the most 
vulnerable who suffer the most. The first Ni Una Menos 
[Argentine feminist movement] march was in 2015, and 
now there are more and more.

In your author’s note you talk about the context for 
dark-skinned Camila’s nicknames of “Negra” and 

“Negrita.”

I wanted to address the colorism and racism that exist in 
Argentina, because Camila is called “Negra” and that was 
my nickname growing up. I never took offense because it 
was an endearment, [but] I never explored what it meant. 
I’m darker skinned than most Argentines because of 
my Middle Eastern and Indigenous backgrounds, but I 
always felt 100% Argentine. I wanted to warn the U.S. 
reader that we didn’t have a civil rights movement as the 
U.S. did in the ’60s, so our racial relationships are com-
plex but are different. When [readers] encounter some-
body calling my character “Negra” and she doesn’t call it 
out, it’s not because she’s scared. It doesn’t even faze her 
because it’s not on her radar—she’s fighting for her life 
just for being a woman. Maybe after she’s been outside 
of Argentina, she can explore what it meant. I wanted 
the reader to know that I wasn’t unaware of this dynamic. 
It’s just that it wasn’t realistic for her to be choosing that 
fight when she had bigger fights.

What do you like about writing for teens?
I love YA because I have such admiration for teenagers. 
At that age, I was ready to come to the United States by 
myself, and my parents encouraged me so much. Teenag-
ers have these beliefs and hope for the future, and that 
makes them believe that they can do whatever they want, 
but there is such magic in that attitude. I keep going back 
to those feelings and that mindset. I love to explore these 
big questions. Instead of finding the answers in their fam-
ily or their friends, these young adults have to find [them] 
inside their own hearts for themselves. The stakes of the 
decisions we make at that age are so huge.

Furia received a starred review in the Aug. 1, 2020, issue.
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interested in Dinah—and her burgeoning powers. After a series 
of increasingly rebellious acts, Dinah quickly becomes Public 
Enemy No. 1. When her best friend is captured in her stead, 
Dinah must assume the Canary mantle. The story proceeds 
at a cinematic clip while still allowing for quieter moments of 
character development or vivid scenic description. The inter-
mingling of old and new DC heroes is artful; Dinah is a powerful 
protagonist, vibrating with a youthful rage and energy familiar 
to readers itching for revolution of any kind. Monir never shies 
away from her tale’s unfortunately pertinent sociopolitical 
implications, putting a refreshing spin on the feminist dystopia. 
Main characters are presumed White; supporting characters 
are diverse.

Sure to resonate in today’s volatile climate. (Superhero fic-
tion. 12-18)

THE KNOCKOUT
Patel, S.A.
North Star Editions  (360 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 26, 2021
978-1-63583-059-0  

Muay thai champion Kareena Thak-
kar is presented with the opportunity to 
participate in the prestigious U.S. Muay 
Thai Open, potentially leading to the 
Olympics.

Seventeen-year-old Indian Ameri-
can Kareena has a full plate: Not only is she an athlete with an 
intense workout schedule and a hardworking student, but since 
her terminally ill father is in and out of the hospital and her 
overworked mother struggles to make ends meet, Kareena is in 
charge of running the household as well. When she is offered a 
chance to compete at the USMTO, Kareena is thrilled but isn’t 
sure she can afford to go. Further, Kareena’s attraction to Amit 
Patel, a model Indian boy, complicates her sense of belonging. 
She feels conflicted about her relationship with the Indian 
American community, as muay thai is considered to be neither 
Indian nor feminine. Patel paints a badass female athlete who is 
stubborn and proud but yearns to be accepted by a community 
she isn’t sure she identifies with. In many ways this novel offers 
readers a respite from the tired tropes of Indian American real-
istic fiction, but it falls flat, as the writing is clunky, the ending 
clichéd and predictable, and the dialogues often torrential out-
pourings spewed by characters standing on metaphorical soap-
boxes. The supporting characters, while wonderfully diverse 
and offering a supportive female circle, are unrealistically per-
fect and mostly exist only to support Kareena. 

An exciting premise lacking punch and precision.  (Fiction. 
14-18)

THE SUFFRAGIST 
PLAYBOOK 
Your Guide To 
Changing the World
Robb, Lucinda & Roberts, Rebecca Boggs
Candlewick (160 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Oct. 27, 2020
978-1-5362-1033-0  

Explains how women in the U.S. won 
the right to vote, with applicable lessons 
for youth today.

The authors, friends from two powerful U.S. political fami-
lies that have been intertwined for three generations, set out to 
write a quick guide showing how suffragists changed the coun-
try by securing women’s voting rights. The tale spans the long 
journey from the 1848 Seneca Falls Woman’s Rights Conven-
tion to the ratification of the 19th Amendment in 1920. This 
complicated story includes an overview of many key leaders, 
in-group fighting, and various setbacks. The book distills the 
complexities into vivid biographies and compelling vignettes 
that breathe new life into old history. Readers meet many famil-
iar names, including Sojourner Truth, Susan B. Anthony, Ida 
B. Wells, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Frederick Douglass, as 
well as less well-known individuals. The White authors do not 
shy away from addressing racism within the movement, high-
lighting Black suffragists and noting everyone’s race so that 
Whiteness is not the default. Each chapter title is a synopsis 
of a strategy (for example, “Tell Your Story,” “Engage a Wider 
Audience,” and “Recruit the Allies You Need”), and each chap-
ter begins and ends with sage advice to readers about how to 
apply the successful tactics of the suffragists to today’s political 
struggles. The bright, clean layout and color scheme are visually 
enticing, making this an appealing manual for action.

An outstanding and inspirational guide to women’s his-
tory for today’s political activists. (source notes) (Nonfiction. 
12-18)

DARK ONE
Sanderson, Brandon & Lanzing, Jackson & 
Kelly, Collin
Illus. by Gooden, Nathan & Russell, Kurt 
Michael & Andworld Design
Vault Comics (224 pp.) 
$29.99  |  May 18, 2021
978-1-939424-45-7  

A 17-year-old faces his destiny in a 
divided and distant land.

Paul seemingly has a tenuous grip on 
reality. He sees visions of an unreal, fantastic land, and Nikka, 
a blue-tinted hallucination of a girl who claims to be his sister, 
insists on keeping him company. Living apart from his mother, 
with whom he has a strained relationship, Paul tries to keep up a 
normal life with frequent visits to his therapist. When a sword-
wielding warrior disrupts a session, Paul is flung into Mirandus, 

Sage advice about how to apply the successful tactics of 
the suffragists to today’s political struggles.

the suffragist playbook
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the world of his visions. With a clear flow between panels, the 
implication of time passing in a montage of wide, epic scenes 
of Mirandus; brilliant and emotive color schemes; and a cleanly 
minimal drawing style provide a strong visual aspect to the story. 
Inexperienced graphic novel readers will easily be able to fol-
low the flow of dialogue, and the clear depiction of speech and 
narrative bubbles provide further visual literacy cues. While 
the discussion of good versus evil is a bit heavy-handed despite 
attempts to subvert the binary, the overarching theme of des-
tiny as depicted by the Narrative adds an intriguing twist. Paul’s 
relationships with Nikka and other characters are engaging, but 
the pacing makes them feel rushed. Paul is biracial (Chinese/
White); the humans of Mirandus appear mostly White. (This 
book is available now as a digital edition, with print release cur rently 
scheduled for May 2021.)

A dramatically dark fantasy that will leave readers eager 
for the sequel. (Graphic fantasy. 14-adult)

TEEN KILLERS CLUB 
Sparks, Lily
Crooked Lane (272 pp.)
$18.99  |  Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-64385-229-4  

An accused murderer is thrust into 
an assassin training program.

Seventeen-year-old Signal Deere is 
serving hard time after a hazy night with 
her former best friend, Rose, which ended 
with Rose’s body in her lap, an emotional 

trial, and the media moniker the “Girl from Hell.” After her case-
worker, Dave, assures Signal there’s no way she’ll get a success-
ful appeal, he offers her an alternative: being shipped off to a 
mysterious camp and enrolled in a top-secret government train-
ing program unofficially known as the Teen Killers Club. There, 
Signal and other adolescent Class A felons (the most dangerous 
kind) undergo various drills—among them, dismembering fake 
corpses and dissolving flesh in acid—in preparation for even-
tually being used as assassins against government targets. The 
teens have been injected with a device remotely controlled by 
their trainers that will kill them if they attempt to escape the 
camp or otherwise disobey orders. As Signal nurses an attrac-
tion to sensitive tattooed Javier and fights her feelings for hand-
some sociopath Erik, she begins to piece together what really 
happened that night with Rose. Sparks crafts a page-turner 
with a disturbingly unusual premise, snappy dialogue, and char-
acters that go deeper than their heinous crimes. Signal and Erik 
are assumed White; love interest Javier is cued as Latinx, and 
there is some diversity in the supporting cast.

A mystery/thriller that’s equal parts heartfelt and shock-
ing. (Thriller. 15-adult)

THE LOVE CURSE OF MELODY 
MCINTYRE
Talley, Robin
HarperTeen (464 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-06-240926-3  

When the crew tells their stage man-
ager, Melody, that her dating life triggers 
a theater curse, she attempts to avoid 
relationships.

Beaconville High School’s perform-
ing arts department believes in curses. After two catastrophic 
performances of Macbeth, including one in 1906 that burned 
down the whole building, the cast and crew strictly follow all 
standard theater superstitions. They also decide to create a new 
superstition for each show. During Mel’s first full show as stage 
manager, everything is going well until her girlfriend publicly 
dumps her midplay. Embarrassed but committed to the process 
because she’ll do anything to make sure the spring musical goes 
off without a hitch, Mel agrees that the superstition for Les 
Misérables will be her refraining from falling in love. And she’s 
feeling confident in her ability to stay single until she begins 
talking to Odile, one of the stars of the show. Mel is bisexual, 
Odile is questioning her identity but knows she is queer; both 
are White. The book is structured like a play with a prologue, 
scenes, and an epilogue, and the pacing is well done with a good 
mix of humor and romance. The sheer volume of rules that are 
described as being “the first rule of theater” is both confusing 
and amusing, but theater jargon is well explained in context, so 
even nontechs can enjoy this novel. 

A love letter to high school theater. (Fiction. 14-18)

COMING UP FOR AIR
Tyndall, Nicole B.
Delacorte (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Dec. 15, 2020
978-0-593-12708-7  

A teen romance is soured by the opi-
oid crisis.

High school junior Hadley Butler 
aims to complete her adolescence with 
as little fuss as possible. Her older sister, 
Remy, is the one with all the drama, seem-

ingly on a mission to date every bad boy in town. Hadley’s much 
more content to spend her time with her friends Ty and Becca 
and keep her eye on becoming an artsy photography student at 
a prestigious liberal arts college. But when the high school swim 
team’s star, Braden Roberts, enters her orbit, Hadley lets her 
guard down as the pair embark on a seemingly standard teen 
love affair that slowly goes sour. After an injury, Braden starts 
taking painkillers instead of going through a time-consuming 
surgery, and this shortcut leads him down the path of opioid 
addiction. Tyndall lets this element of the story develop slowly, 
smartly laying out the pace of a relationship poisoned by 
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substance abuse. Readers are effectively led into this conflict; 
they will not roll their eyes and presume to know better than 
Hadley what is going on. The author also skillfully and with 
depth develops the bond that Hadley and Braden share. This 
maturity is the novel’s greatest asset, fully rendering a compli-
cated relationship with empathy for both parties. Hadley and 
Braden are both presumably White, and there’s a bit of diversity 
among their friends.

An absorbing love story for the 21st century. (Romance. 
13-17)

THE BITTERWINE OATH
West, Hannah
Holiday House (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Dec. 1, 2020
978-0-8234-4547-9  

A 100-year-old act of revenge contin-
ues to torment a Texas town.

In 1921, four young women cast a 
spell to reveal the evil in the hearts of 
12 men who committed horrible crimes. 
The curse went awry, killing its targets. 

The girls’ involvement was never proven, but suspicions remain. 
Another massacre 50 years later left a dozen local boys and men 
dead, the deaths unsolved. As the semicentennial approaches, 
the town is filled with tension: Is another mass murder on the 
horizon? Natalie Colter plans to spend the summer before col-
lege working and hanging out with friends, but her plans are 
canceled when Nat discovers, as a last living descendant of the 
original spell’s creator, she’s inherited a burgeoning, powerful 
magic. Nat is a Warden, one of a group of spellcasting, gun- 
and knife-wielding maidens, mothers, and elder wise women, 
descendants of the original four. Only the Wardens know that 
the 1971 murders were committed by Woodwalkers, terrifying 
creatures inhabited by the souls of the original 12 victims; it’s 
the Wardens’ mission to destroy them. Narrator/protagonist 
Nat retains her cool even when facing death, and the satisfy-
ing conclusion hints at the possibility of another adventure. 
Evocative writing enhances the horror with a chilling atmo-
sphere. Natalie is White; one Warden is of Mexican descent and 
another is Black. 

Female empowerment at its fiercest. (Horror. 13-18)

Female empowerment at its fiercest.
the bitterwine oath
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REQUIEM FOR THE DEAD
Alvarez, Victor M. 
Black Rose Writing  (396 pp.) 
$26.95  |  $21.95 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Mar. 12, 2020
978-1-944715-58-8
978-1-68433-437-7 paper

A gutsy Army investigator and an 
intelligence agent see a brutal kidnapping 
expand into much more in this thriller.

In this series opener, Alvarez has 
created a beguiling hero in Jacqueline “Belle” Sinclair, a beauti-
ful, brainy Criminal Investigation Division special agent. Her 
lunch date with her beau, Capt. Jeffrey Cory, gets scuttled by 
a call from her father, Col. Richard Sinclair, the local provost 
marshal. He assigns her to investigate the abduction of Helen 
Chapman, the teen daughter of the European Command chief 
of staff. He also gives her a new partner, Defense Intelligence 
Agency operative Tom Price. While Belle and Price are adjust-
ing to each other’s routines, they also discover that three other 
children of high-ranking officers have been kidnapped. Some-
one is employing the kids as leverage on their important fathers. 
The man behind this conspiracy turns out to be former Lt. Gen. 
Thomas Randolph Scott. His son, Jason, an undercover CIA 
agent, died in North Korea, and Thomas’ wife committed sui-
cide. So Thomas vowed vengeance on both the North Koreans 
and the inactive United States government. He plans to steal 
two nuclear weapons and bomb key buildings in North Korea. 
Belle, Price, and Richard must survive assassination attempts 
while identifying and locating Thomas’ base in time to stop 
him. Alvarez, a Vietnam War veteran and retired Army police-
man and CID agent, follows the dictum “Write what you know.” 
His years of experience lend an authenticity to the novel. A 
drawback of that knowledge is that some sections feel overly 
detailed, causing a lag in the narrative. But the book’s strength 
is the pairing of seemingly invulnerable alpha agents Belle and 
Price. Both go their own ways, often working outside the box, 
which causes clashes between them and their co-workers. But 
it’s also evident that Belle will discard her bland boyfriend and 
get together with Price. Unfortunately, readers shouldn’t get 
too attached to the supporting cast as the body count is high 
in this electric thriller. The author will leave readers eagerly 
anticipating Belle’s future adventures.

This action-packed and bloody military tale introduces 
a dynamite duo.

N*GGA THEORY by Jody David Armour ........................................119

THE SECRET DIARIES OF JUAN LUIS VIVES 
by Tim Darcy Ellis .............................................................................124

THE MIRACLE MACHINE by Matthew Pennock ............................. 130

DREAMT by Alex Z. Salinas .............................................................. 132

LUSTFUL SIN by Robert Wright Jr ................................................... 135

SUNNE’S GIFT by Ama Karikari Yawson; 
illus. by Rashad Malik Davis ............................................................ 136

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

THE SECRET DIARIES
OF JUAN LUIS VIVES
Ellis, Tim Darcy
Tellwell Talent (272 pp.)
$24.99  |  $14.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Aug. 3, 2020
978-0-228-83437-3
978-0-228-83436-6 paper
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N*GGA THEORY 
Race, Language, 
Unequal Justice, and 
the Law

Armour, Jody David
Los Angeles Review of Books (384 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Aug. 18, 2020
978-1-940660-68-4

An acclaimed law professor’s case 
against the systems and mindsets that 

undergird mass incarceration of Black men.
As the Roy P. Crocker Professor of Law at the University 

of Southern California, Armour is one of the era’s most distin-
guished legal scholars. His book Negrophobia and Reasonable Rac-
ism: The Hidden Costs of Being Black in America (1998) is a seminal 
text in critical race theory that anticipated many conversations 
that are now central to the Black Lives Matter movement. In 
this book, he lays out his own branch of legal and social theory 
that challenges not only mass incarceration, but also legal and 
moral arguments promoted by many self-described “progres-
sives.” He’s particularly critical of the “New Jim Crow narra-
tive” deployed by Black and White reformers that emphasizes 
unjust sentencing of nonviolent drug offenders. An emphasis 
on criminal justice reform toward nonviolent criminals appeals 
to the sensibilities of White liberals and the Black middle class, 
Armour notes, but ignores the majority of Black criminals 
imprisoned for violent offenses. The author keeps “attention 
trained on serious, violent, and guilty wrongdoers,” who he says 
are demonized by conservatives, by many progressives, and by 
members of the Black middle class who cling to the “politics of 
respectability.” By calling his argument “Nigga Theory,” Armour 
says that he seeks to harness “the ironic uses of the N-word to 
assert solidarity with Black criminals whom the word seeks 
to vilify.” The book’s call for “compassion for all wrongdoers” 
and for resistance to “reveling in the retributive urge” extends 
beyond violent Black criminals to other convicted people for 
whom many on the left have sought “draconian” punishments. 
Armour’s scholarly bona fides are on full display in the book’s 
ample footnotes, citations of case law, and sophisticated anal-
ysis of legal concepts such as mens rea. Yet this is not an eso-
teric tome written for academics; the author writes in a poetic 
rhythm that effortlessly blends complex legal theories with rap 
lyrics and his own personal biography. One is just as likely to 
encounter Jay-Z or Ice Cube in Armour’s pages as they are to 
find Karl Marx or W.E.B. Du Bois.

A tour de force argument against entrenched attitudes 
regarding prison reform.

RAINBOW
Arzu, Verde
Self (106 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Nov. 16, 2019
978-1-70183-033-2

Arzu offers a coming-of-age story 
about the power of love to ignite collec-
tive change.

The story follows Black college 
basketball player Taylor “Tay” Dawson 

as she realizes that social change begins within. She becomes 
interested in the Millions More Movement and enraptured by 
speakers she admires at a Washington, D.C., march. After she 
triumphantly shouts her name in the crowd, she vows that if 
she achieves her dream of joining the WNBA, she’ll use her 
influence to make a difference in society. After her return to 
her Nashville campus, she begins a romantic relationship with 
Melony, a bold and enigmatic female student she met at the 
march. But Tay later pushes Melony away and even tries to 
dismiss her own attraction to women. It isn’t until she sees 
Melony with another player on Tay’s team that she realizes 
the consequences of her denial, and it leads to a confronta-
tion. However, Tay finally publicly reveals her own sexual 
orientation and discovers overwhelming acceptance where 
she’d imagined rejection. Harkening back to her moment of 
awakening in Washington, she shouts her name once more in 
the presence of her peers, confirming her willingness to live 
without fear. Soon, she rekindles her relationship with Mel-
ony. Arzu’s tightly written work moves with speed and pur-
pose, with basketball analogies that drive the narrative. Some 
may feel that the characterization is a bit undeveloped, but 
Arzu does well with the space she has. The rawness of char-
acters’ unexpressed thoughts makes the work feel immersive, 
real, and compelling. Readers will hold their breath for Tay as 
she struggles and cheer for her when she finally embraces her 
identity as a lesbian woman of color. The novella’s uplifting 
message of self-acceptance as the heart of social change will 
inspire readers of all backgrounds, and its argument about 
the importance of self-actualization feels particularly timely. 
Arzu’s tale, replete with poetry and touching illustrations, is 
worthy of a sequel.

An engaging work about the freedom that comes with 
self-acceptance.
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CLOSE-HAULED
Avery, Rob 
Jack Tar Publishing (402 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Oct. 9, 2016
978-1-945809-01-9

A 20-year naval veteran may not see a 
21st after his commanding officer orders 
him to conduct an off-the-books murder 
investigation in this novel.

There are times when a man’s entire 
career is on the line, times where one critical mistake can cost 
him everything he has worked for. For CPO Sim Greene, find-
ing out who killed retired naval Lt. Barry St. James is one of 
those times. Greene, who lives aboard his boat, the Figaro, 
found the submerged, tortured body himself. The victim was 
a shipmate and friend of his CO, who, despite the fact that 
the Navy doesn’t have jurisdiction, orders Greene to find out 
who killed him and to retrieve sensitive documents that could 
embarrass the Navy. If Greene is successful, his application 
for the chief warrant officer program and promotion to the 
Naval Criminal Investigative Service are assured. If he is not, 
he’ll go “from Chief Petty Officer to E-Nothin’ in no time 
at all.” Greene doesn’t have much to go on: no witnesses, no 
angry family members, no obvious, identifiable suspects. But 
he’s a sailor who gets things done with the help of his boat 
dock neighbor Al Higgins, a former Navy SEAL–turned–
Ph.D. Greene is described as someone who doesn’t have the 
greatest appreciation for accepted military procedure and 
can be difficult to deal with, but Avery doesn’t sink him with 
hard-boiled clichés. In this series starter, Greene is tough yet 
appealingly vulnerable (“The vision of a drowned man looking 
at me in horror from the other side of death kept me awake 
for some time”). The missing-documents subplot doesn’t hold 
water next to the compelling murder mystery, but the book is 
buoyed by memorable turns of phrase, such as “Nothing dies 
of old age in the sea.”

This series opener starring a Navy sleuth makes a big splash.

THE FLIGHT OF THE VEIL
Berger, Bruce J. 
Black Rose Writing  (270 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Oct. 8, 2020
978-1-68433-559-6

In this Holocaust novel, a man learns 
that one of his sisters, long thought to be 
dead, may be living in a Greek convent.

Brooklyn, 1990. Dr. Nicky Covo is a 
psychiatrist and widower attempting to 
help his patients deal with their prob-

lems while keeping his own from spilling over into his practice. 
He’s also a Holocaust survivor haunted by the loss of his entire 
family at Auschwitz when he was a teenager fighting with the 
Greek partisans against the Nazi occupation. As he’s leaving 

The Covid-19 pandemic has put the 
brakes on real-life travel plans, but 
that won’t stop children from using 
their imaginations to explore big cit-
ies—with the help of wonderfully il-
lustrated picture books. Kirkus Indie 
recommends these three titles, which 
offer excellent virtual tourism for 
young readers:

In Wander New York: Fitz in the City 
(2020) by Reese Traves, illustrated by 

Jon Traves, a young fox named Fitz and his mom visit some 
of the major sights in the Big Apple, 
from Central Park to the Brooklyn 
Bridge to the Bronx Zoo. As Fitz 
describes his trip (noting that egg 
creams “have neither eggs nor cream, 
so it seems”), the author includes off-
beat facts, such as that the Statue of 
Liberty’s “index finger is 8 feet long.” 
Kirkus’ reviewer writes that readers 

“will appreciate the unique interpre-
tations of city life.” 

Serena Minott and Asha Gore’s The Amazing Adventures 
of Aya & Pete in Paris! (2017) features 
charming illustrations by Carolina 
Búzio and was reviewed by Kirkus 
Indie last year. It tells the story of 
a young girl of color and her pal, a 
stuffed toy sloth, as they tour the 
City of Light with Aya’s parents. It 
offers what Kirkus’ reviewer calls 

“a tantalizing peek at Paris” as the 
protagonist sees the Louvre, the 

Eiffel Tower, and other landmarks—while learning elemen-
tary French along the way.

A calico kitten named Kee-
Kee stars in KeeKee’s Big Adven-
tures in London, England (2019), a 
series entry by Shannon Jones 
with illustrations by Casey 
Uhelski. The cat arrives via hot 
air balloon, stops by such tour-
ist haunts as the Tower of Lon-
don with her new friend, Will (a ram), and has tea with the 
queen herself (a dog). “Adults will enjoy in-jokes, such as the 
queen’s being represented by a corgi, the real-life queen’s fa-
vorite canine,” notes Kirkus’ review.

David Rapp is the senior Indie editor.

kid city
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his office for the night, Nicky finds a letter from Abbess Fev-
ronia, the head of the Holy Monastery of St. Vlassios in Inousa, 
Greece. The abbess has reason to believe that Sister Theodora, 
a taciturn nun who has lived at the convent since 1944, may in 
fact be one of Nicky’s sisters. At first, Nicky assumes the letter 
to be a ploy: “He’d heard about missing persons scams, prom-
ises to reunite the victim—a sucker—with a long-lost loved 
one in return for a small, or not so small, payment. He was too 
smart to fall for something like that.” And yet he can’t shake 
the feeling—or perhaps simply the hope—that the nun might 
be his sister Kalli. After his cellist daughter is hospitalized fol-
lowing a schizophrenic episode and Helen, a long-gone friend, 
reenters his life, Nicky decides he must satisfy his curiosity 
and return to Greece—even if doing so means confronting the 
past that he’s long sought to escape. The narrative switches 
back and forth between Nicky’s present and Fevronia’s experi-
ences with Theodora over the latter half of the 20th century. 
Berger’s prose is understated and tailored to the interior lives 
of his characters: “It was past midnight when Nicky got back 
to his apartment. The long drive along icy highways, through 
poor visibility, left him shaking. In bed, he couldn’t relax, 
excited by the time with Helen and the idea that he was falling 
in love again.” Sometimes predictable, sometimes surprising, 
the novel is an exploration of faith that manages to challenge 
and satisfy in equal doses.

A well-crafted tale about trauma and miracles.

THE COLORLESS CHAMELEON 
Bostick, Rachel & Irvin, Hayley & 
Knox, Tuscan & Reynolds, Cassidy
Illus. by Phan, Samantha Jo
Weeva (19 pp.) 
$15.95  |  $1.99 e-book
978-1-951317-12-6

A lizard stands up for herself in this picture book.
Animal friends excitedly congregate in preparation for a 

party. Chameleon is unsure what color she should be for the cel-
ebration, but the others don’t understand her dilemma. Worse, 
they ask Chameleon to give them her colors so they can look 
fabulous for the party. Chameleon relents as the others “take” 
her colors. Now Chameleon is depressed and colorless. When 
she visits her friends the next day, they don’t understand her sad-
ness. Frustrated, she vents to her pal Flamingo that “Elephant 
thought it was okay to take my blue because she asked nicely…
Lemur tried to guilt me into giving him my red.” Flamingo 
implores Chameleon to be truthful: “We have to use our voices 
if we want our friends to understand us.” The lizard decides to 
ask her friends to return her colors, which they gladly do. At the 
party, Chameleon sports a rainbow appearance. There are some 
gaps in the story by Bostick, Irvin, Knox, and Reynolds. The 
tale assumes that young readers already know that chameleons 
change colors, and it never explains how the hero can “transfer” 
hues to others. But the book’s message accentuating the impor-
tance of speaking up for yourself is a worthy one for kids. Phan’s 
delightful, multihued illustrations deftly mirror the events in 

the text, underscoring the significant role that color plays in the 
plot. For example, an image depicts Elephant morphing from 
gray to blue.

A creative, wonderfully illustrated tale emphasizing a 
valuable theme.

JASPER’S BEGINNING
Brown, Dalton R.
Self (219 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Apr. 20, 2020
978-1-73482-150-5

This opening volume of a YA fantasy 
series finds a teen searching for his true 
parents while torn between two poten-
tial lovers.

Eighteen-year-old Jasper Alazon is 
a member of the magical community of 

Lyteshaed. He’s in the woods performing the Ritual of Protec-
tion for his clan, the Zephyra, when he hears screaming. He 
returns to find the Zephyra castle ablaze and his father, Kato, 
battling a “shrouded figure.” An angelic woman in white appears 
and says, “Hurry, and save them all.” Jasper learns that the attack 
is an illusion, a warning of what may happen if he’s unprepared. 
Kato, who took Jasper in as a child after his parents died, knows 
that the Lady in White’s presence means that “It has begun.” 
This refers to the unblocking of Jasper’s memories of his true 
identity and magical skills. To protect the community and begin 
his training, the teen moves in with Kato’s friend Zara. Her son, 
Luca, is Jasper’s age, and they get along swimmingly—that is 
until Jasper’s acquaintance from the beach, Freya, starts hang-
ing out with them. Freya herself is from another magical com-
munity; she can bring small creatures back to life. Together, the 
trio will learn about Jasper’s past and about their feelings for 
one another. Brown’s novel presents a smoothly paced, unclut-
tered fantasy that’s ideal for those new to the genre. Dreams, 
protective sigils, and special stones color the narrative. How-
ever, watching the characters carve their own paths is much 
more engaging than Jasper’s performing magic and saying, “It 
just came to me.” Jasper’s and Luca’s romantic feelings for each 
other remain oddly subterranean for most of the story. When 
Jasper wonders why Luca has become cold in Freya’s presence, 
Luca says it’s “Just something I have to deal with on my own.” 
Friction comes not from communal judgments of the pair but 
emotional misunderstanding. This is refreshingly inclusive but 
makes for facile plotting. Likewise the villain, Camille, justifies 
her actions with, “I’m evil. What did you expect?” A motive 
beyond evil 101 may come in the next installment.

A well constructed YA fantasy, though the characters’ 
emotions deserve more exploration.
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Phan’s delightful, multihued illustrations deftly 
mirror the events in the text, underscoring the 

significant role that color plays in the plot.
the colorless chameleon
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THE LUNA MISSILE CRISIS
Bruno, Rhett C. & Castle, Jaime 
Aethon Books  (486 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Oct. 6, 2020
978-1-949890-61-7

In this SF novel, an alien mother-
ship blunders into a historic Soviet space 
flight, triggering conflicts and may-
hem between Russia, America, and the 
extraterrestrials.

SF authors Bruno and Castle recast the 1960s Cold War with 
an alien encounter of the unfortunate kind rather than Cubans. 
A vast mothership carrying an amphibious race (the Vulbathi) 
materializes in 1961, by chance—or perhaps God’s design; a few 
Roman Catholic characters ponder this—in the path of Yuri 
Gagarin’s manned space flight, killing the pioneer cosmonaut. 
Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev, assuming American aggres-
sion, launches his nuclear arsenal, which the advanced Vulbathi 
divert but don’t exactly neutralize. A belt of Eastern European 
countries becomes the “Dead Curtain,” irradiated and strewn 
with alien refuse and weird aftereffects (shades of Arkady and 
Boris Strugetsky’s first-contact classic, Roadside Picnic). Three 
years later, the Vulbathi—known in human slang as “Toads”—
sojourn on the moon in an uneasy détente with Soviet, Ameri-
can, and Chinese officials, who covet their superscience and 
maintain peaceful relations despite the traumatic history and 
the black market in copied Toad gadgets and arms. Kyle McCoy 
was a foot soldier in the early Dead Curtain American-Russian-
Vulbathi skirmishes who miraculously negotiated a cease-fire. 
Now, he is prominent in the DAR—not the Daughters of the 
American Revolution but the Department of Alien Relations. 
He is invited to an interspecies summit meeting to chart a 
future. But deadly sabotage, assassination, and terror ensue. 
Meanwhile, it goes unappreciated that present at the scene is 
not really Kyle but his ne’er-do-well twin brother, Connor, a 
junkie, con man, and part-time Hollywood actor, who switched 
places. Yes, that’s right, and more than one character marvels 
at this groaning cliché. The authors’ hell-for-leather approach 
brims with battles, betrayals, and cartoony villains, including a 
recurring New York City Mafia crime lord (who ultimately gets 
a more positive evaluation than the statesmen and politicians). 
President John F. Kennedy, Richard Nixon, Neil Armstrong, 
and J. Edgar Hoover are among the real-life eminences who 
show up (seldom in a flattering light), though a sense of nostal-
gia gets dispelled by the occasional anachronisms in the prose. 
Still, there are no cellphones or PCs in this diverting roller-
coaster ride through what-if time and space.

Action-jammed, entertaining, and sometimes profound 
pseudo-history SF despite the pulpy plotting.

ACORNS & ROOTS
Calleja, Megs
FriesenPress (224 pp.) 

In this fantasy novel, a young man 
struggling to find his place in the world 
meets a Forest Pixie who draws him into 
a perilous adventure.

Twenty-two-year-old human Amer 
has just been fired from his bartend-
ing job. Worse, he’ll be evicted from 
his apartment in days because the rent 
is overdue. This inspires him to run an 

errand for his friend Nurri, who operates a neighborhood food 
stand. He agrees to gather rainbow root, for which wealthy 
people pay handsomely, from the valley, and Nurri agrees to 
cut him in on the proceeds. Her map leads him through the 
Forest to perform his task. Meanwhile, wicked King Malo has 
been doing his best to ruin the Forest since taking the throne 
six years ago. He’s imprisoned his brother and rightful ruler, 
Ben, and must now eliminate Fillii, a Forest Pixie who has the 
potential to stop him. Fillii has been granted the “Protection 
of the Spell” by the maiden who wished her into being, which 
keeps the king from killing her; Malo aims to evict her from 
her tree and strip away her enchantment. The foxes Ren and 
Truuk tell Fillii to search the valley for “something” that will 
allow her to defeat Malo. Instead, Fillii finds Amer, a talk-
ative human whom she refuses to trust. Human reason always 
results in disenchantment, yet Fillii is surprised to see that the 
Forest deems Amer worthy and thinks that perhaps he can 
help. Calleja writes with immense humor and heart, placing 
her novel in the company of classics such as Peter S. Beagle’s 
The Last Unicorn (1968). Her characters playfully wink at read-
ers, as when Amer notes that he’s “sitting inside a tree” with 
elves and a Pixie who’s “apparently going to start a revolution,” 
and Fillii replies, “The Forest has a weird sense of humour 
sometimes.” The evil Malo never shies from murdering wood-
land creatures, as when he coldly destroys a giant Guio bird’s 
eggs. But Calleja highlights beauty, as well, as in the line, “It 
was as if diamonds of dew hung suspended in the air all around 
them.” Fillii’s complicated past with another human, Casz, 
creates tension with Amer, who’s more like her than either 
realizes. A warm, cozy finale will leave readers hoping for fur-
ther tales.

A romantic fantasy that’s dark, genuine, and joyous, by turns.
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SOMETHING I KEEP UPSTAIRS
Crawford, Philip
Provençal Press (361 pp.)
$16.95 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Jul. 27, 2020
978-2-9571108-0-3

A troubled young man finds himself 
in an absorbing murder mystery in a rus-
tic Maine setting in this novel.

Debut author Crawford, a former 
writer and editor for the International 

Herald Tribune in Paris, sets his tale in the 1970s. After 23-year-
old Coleman Cooper bungles a suicide attempt in a private 
hospital, he’s sent to the Buchanan Institute, a mental health 
facility in bucolic (and fictional) Pierrevert, Maine. When 
he reads a copy of the local newspaper to get a flavor of the 
place, an article by British reporter Hayley Blossom catches 
his attention, as it tells of the recent, brutal murder of promi-
nent attorney Ronald Sanders—the first homicide in the town 
since 1949. From here, chapters alternate between Coleman’s 
humorous, self-deprecating first-person account and excerpts 
from a later book by Blossom that claims to reveal the truth 
about ensuing, infamous Maine murders. Pierrevert is pre-
sented as a classic New England small town, with one main 
street, an old inn, and a mix of intriguing characters. Coleman 
arrives in late October and is admitted by a no-nonsense doc-
tor who informs him that “we don’t go for that suicide crap 
here.” Two years earlier, young Pearleen Porter killed herself 
there, and her memory lingers on. After Coleman is released 
from the hospital and gets a bartending job at the local inn, 
multiple murders occur at the Buchanan Institute. As the local 
police chief and his mean-spirited deputy attempt to solve the 
case, Coleman stumbles on the tangled truth. The engaging 
first-person narrative is interspersed with excerpts from Blos-
som’s aforementioned retrospective, which fills in background 
on Porter and aspects of the later investigation.

Crawford peoples his fictional town and the institute with 
an array of complex and diverse minor players, including Cole-
man’s sympathetic therapist Dr. Haynes; Amy, a patient with a 
severe eating disorder; Sunny, a mother of two who’s an early 
murder suspect; and Skip Jones, the inn’s pianist, who gives 
Coleman piano lessons and puts him on the road to reclaiming 
self-confidence and purpose. Crawford’s writing is assured, and 
he’s especially effective at portraying Coleman’s insecurities 
and his awkward romantic encounters, including a love affair 
with provocative 20-something Pierrevert resident Cheryl 
Beringer. As a result, the protagonist emerges as likable and 
authentic, yet his humorous narration never obscures his under-
lying struggles with severe trauma. Crawford, who graduated 
from Amherst College, gets the details of a New England town 
and the tensions between well-heeled summer visitors and the 
local community just right. Overall though, the novel succeeds 
more as a coming-of-age story than it does as a murder mys-
tery. The excerpts from Blossom’s fictional book within a book 
are lively, sketching in details of Porter’s life and rounding out 
minor characters, but they weaken the suspense, as Coleman 

plays less of an active role in the investigation. Murder-mystery 
aficionados may be disappointed that the discovery of the kill-
er’s identity is more a result of chance than detective work, but 
perhaps Coleman will get another case to solve in a sequel.

An assured mystery with an engaging narrator and a dis-
tinctive cast.

NANA DOESN’T KNOW ME
You Are Not Alone!
Dube, Donna M. 
CreateSpace (108 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Nov. 26, 2018
978-1-72637-089-9

A girl learns to understand and cope 
with her grandmother’s Alzheimer’s dis-
ease in this debut children’s book.

When 8-year-old Cally gets the news 
that her Nana, as she calls her grandmother, will be moving in, 
she’s happy at first. But the reality isn’t what she expects. First 
of all, Cally has to give up her playroom for Nana’s bedroom. 
When she arrives, Nana wears a misbuttoned sweater and two 
mismatched shoes on her feet. Cally teases her gently—and 
Nana calls her a brat. Her mother doesn’t stick up for Cally 
either, speaking to her as if she’s at fault. Nana is suddenly 
fragile and strangely forgetful, not remembering her beloved 
cat, who also moves in, and even getting her granddaughter’s 
name wrong, calling her “Sally.” Then, her needs keep getting in 
the way of Cally’s planned activities, which the girl is expected 
to be patient about. Plus, Cally’s parents seem to be keeping 
some kind of secret, which is frightening; the girl gets butter-
fly feelings in her stomach, wonders if she’s done something 
wrong, and blames herself for wishing Nana hadn’t moved in. 
Finally, Cally’s parents give her the news that, after taking Nana 
to the doctor, they now know that she has Alzheimer’s disease. 
They explain what this means, answer Cally’s questions (such as 
whether the illness is catching), and provide perspective on how 
they can all help. “You, Mom, and I are a big part of Nana’s care 
and happiness,” says her father. Cally doesn’t have to feel guilty 
because “as long as you are kind and loving to Nana, there is 
no right or wrong.” And it’s not all bad; with a positive attitude 
toward adjusting, they can still have fun together as a family.

In her series opener, Dube clarifies a complicated subject in 
terms kids can understand. She doesn’t sugarcoat the challenges and 
is sympathetic toward Cally’s fear, bewilderment, and resentment: 

“All the secrets, all the confusion, all the forgotten and cancelled play 
dates were unfair.” The family’s ideas for helping Nana are practical: 
listening to her favorite music, watching her cherished TV shows, 
and putting up decorations from her old house. Having steps to 
take reduces Cally’s feelings of helplessness, and she comes up with 
a good notion herself: framing a photograph for Nana of her child-
hood best friend, Sally, who resembled Cally—helping explain why 
Nana confused the names. The tale can be somewhat repetitive, as 
when describing Cally’s worries, but kids may need the reinforce-
ment. After the main story, Cally wraps up what she’s learned. The 
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volume then provides an array of worksheets with space to write 
on, where kids can gather information, sort out their feelings, and 
develop strategies, such as listing safe people to talk to, remember-
ing good times, and thinking up ideas for family projects. Above all, 
the book tells children that they’re not alone.

A clear, empathetic introduction to Alzheimer’s that 
offers useful suggestions to help kids adjust.

CRACKER GOTHIC
A Florida Woman’s Memoir
Duncan, Wanda 
Photos by the author
Library Partners Press (198 pp.) 
$20.00  |  $10.00 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Apr. 1, 2019
978-1-61846-075-2
978-1-61846-071-4 paper

A Floridian whose mother is diagnosed 
with dementia finds solace by returning to 
her roots in this debut memoir.

Duncan’s book opens with a description of a road trip from 
North Carolina to Florida, a familiar journey for the author after 
learning that her mother had dementia. At the age of 18, Duncan 
left her hometown of Green Cove Springs in North Florida to 
attend college in North Carolina, where she graduated and mar-
ried. She confides that she had made no plans to return to live in 
the town where she grew up, remarking on the “stifled economy, 
the lack of opportunity, the boring weather,” and “the swamps.” 
Her father died a few years after her graduation, and the onset 
of her mother’s dementia led to the author’s returning to Florida 
more regularly. During her mother’s illness, Duncan’s husband 
committed suicide. Green Cove Springs, the town she once took 
a “direct tangent away from,” became her place of emotional ref-
uge. The author celebrates the town’s past while telling her own 
story and that of her family bloodline—the “product of outside 
blood mingled with generations of Florida Crackers, the old pio-
neer families of Florida, descendants of swamp dwellers.” In this 
richly embroidered account, Duncan’s writing is effortlessly atmo-
spheric. Describing the Congaree River, she notes: “Thick, blue-
gray, opaque mists hang above its broad, flat surface, backlit by 
the orange dawn.” The author interweaves evocative descriptions 
with detailed historical background that reaches back to Ponce de 
Leon and personal anecdotes, such as recalling the soothing nature 
of sewing with her mother at the time of her illness: “I loved the 
sweet smell of steam on cotton, the satisfying feel of a sharp blade 
cutting through fabric, the hum of this dear old machine from my 
childhood.” Some readers may feel that Duncan is overly guarded 
when recounting her story—for instance, little is disclosed about 
her life in North Carolina. Others will interpret this as a poetic 
blurring of self and provenance, where readers grow to know the 
author by learning about where she was raised. Illustrated with 
striking black-and-white photographs by Duncan, along with 
historical shots, this is a poignant and compelling memoir that 
explores familial, cultural, and spiritual ties to a birthplace.

An acutely observed panorama of small-town Florida.

THE SECRET DIARIES 
OF JUAN LUIS VIVES 
Ellis, Tim Darcy
Tellwell Talent (272 pp.)
$24.99 | $14.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Aug. 3, 2020
978-0-228-83437-3
978-0-228-83436-6 paper

A historical novel about the great 
16th-century humanist Juan Luis Vives.

In the framing device of Ellis’ novel, an 
electrician in the present-day College of Bruges in Belgium opens 
the wall of a study and finds a centuries-old book. It’s the secret 
journal of one of the city’s most famous citizens: Juan Luis Vives, 
who was born in Spain in 1493, spent most of his life in the Neth-
erlands, and made a fateful and contentious visit to Henry VIII’s 
England in the early 1520s. Vives was friends with fellow humanists 
Erasmus and Thomas More, and during the first part of his time 
in England, he was a tutor to King Henry VIII’s daughter Princess 
Mary (“this was to be my catapult to greatness, the chance to realise 
my dream,” Vives thinks when More arranges the position for him). 
Ellis’ tale follows the adventures of young Vives as he leaves his 
native Spain and encounters the strange world of England, where 
he must become accustomed to his new, Anglicized name (“John 
Lewis of Oxford”) and the shifting tensions between Henry and 
Queen Catherine of Aragon, whose turbulent marriage becomes 
the central topic of the land. Henry seeks to have his marriage to 
Catherine annulled, claiming that she’d previously had sex with his 
late brother, Arthur, which she adamantly denies—to Henry. How-
ever, she impulsively tells Vives that the claim is true and also that 
her baby boy, fathered by Arthur, was taken away from her on the 
pretext of it being stillborn. As the narrative moves forward, Vives 
must juggle his own domestic struggles with the possibility that he 
has “talked [himself] into treason.”

Ellis writes all of this with marvelous gusto that’s more reminis-
cent of Hilary Mantel’s Wolf Hall (2009) than of a more traditional 
Tudor novel. Vives not only addresses his diary as though it were 
a person; it also sometimes seems to address him right back. As a 
confidant of the queen, Vives refused to accept the validity of the 
king’s annulment, and, as a result, he only narrowly escaped England 
with his life; in Ellis’ telling, the danger was compounded by the fact 
that Vives was also secretly an adherent of Judaism. As the story goes 
on, Ellis can’t resist the occasional bit of heavy-handed foreshadow-
ing. When Vives visits the shrine of Thomas Becket with More, for 
instance, More says, “See how even the king’s greatest friend, his 
most favoured subject, can fall? But if God is with me, whom should 
I fear?” Months later, of course, More himself would be executed on 
the orders of his friend the king. However, the boisterous vivacity 
of Vives as a character remains appealing throughout. Early on, he 
discovers that he is “human rather than humanist,” and this canny 
emphasis is the guiding light of the book, allowing readers to avoid 
Vives’ forbiddingly abstruse scholarly writing. With this novel, Ellis 
effectively allows readers to root for a person that many may only 
know as a footnote to the story of More.

A fast-paced and richly engaging story about an intrigu-
ing historical figure.

A poignant and compelling memoir that explores 
familial, cultural, and spiritual ties to a birthplace.

cracker gothic
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RYDER, SKY, AND EMMALINE
Ford, Adam B.
Illus. by Zhi, Cindy
H Bar Press (28 pp.) 
$17.95  |  $9.95 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Aug. 10, 2020
978-1-73245-943-4
978-1-73245-944-1 paper

Children spend the day on a farm in Ford’s rhyming pic-
ture book.

Ryder, Sky, and Emmaline enjoy completing tasks like pick-
ing veggies for lunch, tending crops, helping the “farmer pull the 
plow,” and more. They visit the farm’s animal residents, includ-
ing cows and pigs, and have fun running around fields, playing on 
the swing at the pond, and creating hay mazes. After they finish 
their chores, the kids visit the “cool and leafy glade,” where they 
picture themselves in fantasy scenarios. Sky imagines gazing at 
underwater creatures from a submarine window, and Emma-
line pretends she’s an astronaut zooming in space. When the 
sun sets, the kids are greeted by dogs who have come to escort 
them home. While many farm books are largely concept stories 
focusing solely on chores, Ford offers insight into teamwork 
and friendship as the pals work together. The rhyme scheme 
has a playful meter, which will keep readers interested (“Scatter 
chicken feed around / Dig up beets from underground”). Zhi 
provides colorful cartoonlike illustrations of the children, who 
show a diverse range of skin tones. Readers will appreciate the 
vibrant background scenery, like a multihued sunset.

A pleasant depiction of bucolic life emphasizing camara-
derie and community.

FLAT EARTH
Golembiewski, Brent
Baba Jaga Books (472 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
May 18, 2020
978-1-73488-750-1

In this debut SF novel, a farm boy 
in a time-frozen 1950s America where 
Earth is declared to be flat realizes the 
truth of this strange sham world and his 
key role in it.

Golembiewski’s series opener flirts with Philip K. Dick–style 
paranoia but primarily harks back to golden age pulp adventure/
escapism. In a 1956-inspired contrived existence, James is a husky 
high school senior in the agrarian town of Eggerton. His young 
adult life revolves around performing harvest chores; playing 
baseball; going to see SF movies with his sweetheart, Carol; and 
anticipating college. James doesn’t initially question the school-
taught dogma that Earth is flat or that a taboo, 400-foot wall west 
of his family’s farm marks its boundary. Approaching the wall or 
indulging in any anti-social behavior results in unconsciousness 
(aka being “switched off”). But when an odd meteor shower 
tears open a field, divulging a gleaming metal subsurface beneath 

the sod, even James has to admit something is peculiar. Locat-
ing an access doorway and settling into an awaiting automated 
spaceship, James is immediately zoomed to “New Atlantis,” a 
fabulous city-state in the hollowed-out moon. There, an enticing, 
gorgeous action girl named Ariel immediately plunges him into 
shootouts with robots and hairbreadth escapes. It seems the year 
really is 4040, and the dying Earth was sectioned into a multi-
faceted construct where the surviving populace has been geneti-
cally engineered and implanted to be docile drones. They provide 
food and material for the moon-dwelling “TK,” humanity’s cal-
lous, technocratic masters. James, alias “J.,” is an elite descendant 
of the TK. He was sent incognito to the Smallville-type commu-
nity in a labyrinthine scheme to liberate and save what’s left of 
humankind before the TK heartlessly abandon and doom the 
home world. There are seemingly countless chases down corri-
dors, innumerable trashed enemy robots, plenty of weapons fire, 
and lots of supporting characters introduced with such rapidity 
that they scarcely register (except on a scorecard) when some 
turn out to be devious traitors. In short, it’s breezy fun writ large, 
with impressive scale to its imaginings but pure bubble gum in its 
core rather than molten iron/nickel. Readers of a certain age may 
remember when bubble gum traditionally came in a flat package.

An energetic opener to a comic-book–ish SF series 
marked by breathless action and cliffhangers.

THE GREEN LACE CORSET
Hall, Jill 
She Writes Press (344 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book
Oct. 13, 2020
978-1-63152-769-2

A green lace corset connects the sto-
ries of two young women whose lives are 
separated by a century in this final vol-
ume of a trilogy.

Anne McFarland is taking a much-
needed vacation from her teaching position at the San Francisco 
Museum of Modern Art. In Flagstaff, Arizona, she wanders into 
a vintage resale shop and discovers a tempting corset with its 
matching “flouncy” skirt. Anne, a character in all three of Hall’s 
novels, is a collage and mosaic artist and a collector of a variety 
of esoteric items—her “found objects”—many of which wind 
up in her works. Still coping with her recent breakup with her 
fiance, Sergio Parmeggianno, she is also struggling with her 
application for an artist-in-residence grant from the museum. 
The author, an artist herself, spends considerable time elaborat-
ing on Anne’s creative process. Although this occasionally slows 
down the drama, it also provides a primer for budding artists. 
The second tale, which alternates with Anne’s saga, is set in 1885. 
Twenty-five-year-old Sally Sue Sullivan is traveling by train from 
Kansas City, Missouri, to spend a week caring for her sick aunt. 
A tall, handsome man with “steel-blue eyes” sits across from her. 
Before long, with building terror, she realizes those are the eyes 
of the bank robber who recently held a gun to her chest after 
killing a guard. Her fears are validated when Clifford Canyon, 
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spotting Sally Sue’s flicker of recognition, surreptitiously takes 
her hostage, bringing her to a farmhouse on an isolated parcel 
of land outside Flagstaff. As the two narratives progress, each 
woman faces a series of life-changing decisions. Anne is try-
ing to maintain her independence from Sergio, who wants her 
back, and Sally Sue keeps looking for a way to escape from Cliff 
even as they form a complicated co-dependent relationship. 
Through Hall’s depiction of Sally Sue’s eventual determination 
to become self-sufficient (learning horseback riding, cooking, 
and shooting a gun), the author paints an informative portrait 
of the rigors and dangers of frontier life. The book’s ending cre-
ates the potential for a new work related to the series.

A light, pleasant summer read that focuses on two women 
carving their own paths.

A TWIST OF LEMON
Hemingway, Arlene Duane
The Three Tomatoes Book Publishing 
(128 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Mar. 27, 2020
978-0-578-67007-2

Debut author Hemingway dabbles 
with “drabbles” in this cleverly con-
structed collection.

In a series of vignettes and sketches, 
Hemingway explores the unexpected 

in 100 stories called drabbles—a literary form that requires a 
precise, 100-word length. In them, the author tackles various 
aspects of the human condition, including love, sex, money, 
revenge, death, and ulcer-inducing stress—usually concluding 
in a bittersweet or unforeseen twist, hence the citrusy title. A 
jilted lover is saved from drowning in “At Summer’s End”; the 
body of a dearly departed person is late to his own funeral cer-
emony in “The Last Laugh”; and a displaced Chihuahua finds a 
new home in “When Mama’s Not Happy.” In “Sharing the Pain,” 
a mechanic seeks vengeance on a customer, and three sisters 
escape an abusive father in the first tale in a duology, “Legacy I: 
If Not for Their Mother’s Love.” More often than not, though, 
Hemingway expertly crafts her short stories with tidy endings 
that are reminiscent of a maraschino cherry in a well-shaken 
Manhattan. In “Educated Fingers,” for example, a wickedly fun 
turn of events leads a blind woman to discover that her husband 
is having an affair. Not all the conclusions are as satisfying, how-
ever. For instance, in “Slam Dunked,” basketball star Angie is 
forced to give up her hoop dreams and waitress instead only for 
a freak bicycle accident to catch the attention of a professional 
league basketball coach. The last sentence—“Angie’s contract 
solved her financial problems”—feels like an afterthought after 
the exciting buildup. Also, the format sometimes requires tales 
to end too abruptly; readers will want to know more about what 
happened to the “Spider Woman,” the protagonist dominatrix 
in “Arachnology I.” (And where is “Arachnology II”?)

Recommended for short story readers who enjoy 
zinger endings.

AN INGENIOUS EXCUSE
The True Story of Patrick 
Lyon and the First Great 
American Bank Robbery
Lankenau, John & Lankenau, Nancy
Little Creek Press (352 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Aug. 28, 2020
978-1-942586-82-1

A historical account of a black-
smith who tests the limits of America’s 

justice system.
In 1798 Philadelphia, Patrick Lyon is a hardworking, hon-

est blacksmith. He’s a Scottish immigrant who fairly recently 
became a citizen of the United States and leagues away from 
the monied class that controls the fledgling republic’s gov-
ernment. Summers are a dangerous time in Philadelphia, 
as yellow fever rages, and those who can afford it leave for 
the countryside. Lyon can’t, so through most of the sum-
mer he keeps his shop open and does work for a number of 
customers, including the Bank of Pennsylvania. But when 
disease becomes too much to bear, he leaves for Delaware. 
While he’s gone, the Bank of Pennsylvania is robbed; Lyon 
is charged with the robbery without probable cause and held 
in jail for months. Authors Lankenau and Lankenau prove 
to have done their research; in an authors’ note, they estab-
lish that this book isn’t simply about one man’s abuse at the 
hands of an early United States justice system—it is “a rare 
and extraordinary glimpse into early patrician America.” It’s 
the story of an immigrant who “discovers the truths writ-
ten in the Declaration of Independence to be anything but 
self-evident” and a book that weighs in on issues of its day 
without doing so in a didactic manner. A good portion of the 
narrative relies on dialogue, and the authors make it clear 
that it’s pulled from real exchanges gathered via trial tran-
scripts, journals, and other primary sources; a comprehensive 
list of notes can be found at the end of the book. Sections in 
italics are direct quotations—exactly how the speakers said 
or wrote them more than 200 years ago. Because the authors 
are so transparent about their process, readers will trust 
in the narrative’s accuracy even when the structure seems 
clunky; the book relies on relatively short sections and chap-
ters that make for easy reading but aren’t necessarily ideal for 
cohesive, sustained storytelling.

A well-researched and highly readable historical account.

Hemingway expertly crafts her short stories with tidy endings that 
are reminiscent of a maraschino cherry in a well-shaken Manhattan.

a twist of lemon
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AWAKEN
Shadows of a Forgotten Past
Maidana, Marcia
Satin Romance (374 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Nov. 7, 2018
978-1-68046-736-9

In this first book in a planned duol-
ogy, a young woman falls for a man with 
a painful past and travels back in time to 
save their love.

Nineteen-year-old Florence Contini is desperately 
searching for a job. But in New York City in 1936, in the 
midst of the Great Depression, so are a great many oth-
ers. Luckily, her friend Jim delivers newspapers and brings 
her the job ads early so she can get a head start on finding 
a position. Seeing that the mysterious new owner of the 
Oak’s Place estate is in need of a secretary, Florence eagerly 
applies and is hired to start the next day. She heard that her 
employer was a retired British general and assumed that he’d 
be older, but Alexander Sterling is only in his 40s and quite 
handsome. Upon their first meeting, his eyes seem familiar 
to her, and even Alex asks if they’ve met before. If that wasn’t 
odd enough, Florence keeps having dreams about him—as a 
younger man. Currently, Alex has a mysterious illness keep-
ing him in bed for days at a time. But what really pains him is 
a heartbreak he suffered years ago when his wife and infant 
child died. Florence knows he has secrets, but his questions 
about her past, and his interest in the bracelet she’s had since 
birth, have her intrigued—and when she get a supernatural 
chance to delve further into his past, she can’t pass it up. 
Over the course of this book, Maidana presents a historical 
romance that spans lifetimes and timelines. She provides an 
intriguing take on the idea of soul mates and eternal love, but 
what really makes the story original and worth a read is the 
time travel aspect, which is well handled. The story starts a 
bit slowly, but overall, the prose has an old-world feel that 
fits perfectly with the time period. The mysteries are intrigu-
ing enough to keep the reader guessing and eager to find out 
more, and the cast of secondary characters, mostly longtime 
employees of Alex’s, have their own secrets and motives that 
add to the suspense.

An engaging historical time-travel romance featuring a 
love that spans the ages.

ANCILLA
Makris, Sara 
Skmakris (323 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Jun. 20, 2020
978-1-73401-751-9

A psychiatrist and two of her child-
hood friends unexpectedly travel back in 
time to ancient Rome in this debut novel.

Nicole has come to her father Dr. 
Sava’s heavily guarded underground lab-

oratory to inform him of her plans to change careers and leave 
Chicago for San Francisco. Yet a more significant upheaval 
awaits the psychiatrist as she is suddenly—and seemingly acci-
dentally—swept up in a wormhole and transported to Rome in 
59 B.C.E. Joining her on this sensational trip are her estranged 
childhood friends and daughters of her father’s partners: 
Autumn, a soft-spoken redhead, and Brandy, a tough-as-nails 
Marine. Ancient Rome greets them harshly. They are mistaken 
for runaway slaves, and their violent capture injures Brandy. In 
addition, Nicole and Brandy become separated from Autumn. 
To keep Brandy from succumbing to her wounds, Nicole must 
toil in the “domus” of Marcus Aemilius Lepidus, a powerful 
general and statesman, and appeal to him for aid. The two 
are immediately attracted to each other, with Marcus’ impe-
rial manliness tinged by a heartsickness stemming from the 
horrors seen on the battlefield. But the past is not the only 
threat to Nicole and her friends. A time traveler opposed 
to Nicole’s father resides in Marcus’ household, with deadly 
orders to “fix” the future. Makris’ vivid series opener is full 
of well-researched hallmarks of the last days of the Roman 
Empire, from violent crucifixions and bustling markets to 
urine-soaked laundry. Despite this, the novel is principally 
an enjoyable, character-driven genre piece. A real-life histori-
cal figure, Marcus here is deftly imagined as a sensitive leader, 
attempting to drink away the nightmares of warfare. Nicole’s 
desire to help him is a key component of the steamy eroticism 
they share on the page. Nicole and Brandy struggle as much 
with their own pasts together as they do ancient Rome. Their 
shared grief and strained friendship over Brandy’s brother’s 
suicide are forced to the surface by the necessity of their cir-
cumstances. The story employs a slow pace and leaves many 
questions unanswered. The cliffhanger ending is likely great 
for the sequel but slightly unsatisfying for this volume.

An engaging time-travel tale that appreciates its charac-
ters’ histories as much as ancient Rome.
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ATONEMENT TO A 
GREATER GOD
Martin, Dan
Self (341 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Jun. 27, 2019
978-1-07-017267-5

A historical novel set in 1870s Canada 
that examines the heights—and limits—
of privilege.

James McGinn, the son of a promi-
nent government official in Canada, 

studies medicine at Trinity College in Toronto. James, however, 
isn’t much interested in studying, as he’s preoccupied with the 
leisure and social aspects of college life; he even cheats on an 
exam using a stolen answer key, along with his friend Stephen 
Woodward. Of course, when he’s caught, he denies any wrong-
doing and, with Stephen, attempts to burn the evidence—and 
the home of the professor who caught him, inadvertently kill-
ing the professor in the process. James’ well-connected father 
tries to shield him from justice by forcing him and Stephen to 
flee and join the Northwest Mounted Police in its dangerous 
mission west across the Canadian frontier. Martin’s clear writ-
ing stands out in two notable ways. His own background as a 
game guide and field officer for Alberta Forestry, Lands and 
Wildlife will often give readers the feeling that they’re traveling 
through the countryside with the characters, feeling the “clouds 
of mosquitoes” or seeing ducks nesting in the reeds and mud of 
ponds. The evolution of James throughout the book is also con-
sistent, as he starts off as entitled and oblivious to his own privi-
lege and the damage it causes others and slowly realizes that his 
actions have hurt others and cost him people he cares about. In 
particular, his acknowledgement that he negatively influenced 
Stephen’s ability to pursue his dreams is a powerful moment of 
self-reflection of which he wasn’t capable earlier. Also, he meets 
Paniya, a First Nations woman who becomes the stabilizing 
force in his life. Their relationship leads to a powerful moment 
of clarity that represents a dramatic change from the selfishness 
of his youth.

A descriptive tale that effectively chronicles a journey 
toward selflessness.

BRAINS AND BRAWN
Merrill,  R.L.
Celie Bay Publications (344 pp.) 
$4.99 e-book  |  Aug. 24, 2020

A career Navy man unexpectedly finds 
himself caring for an injured young rock 
star in Merrill’s LGBTQ+ romance sequel.

This series installment picks up the 
story of the rock band Hush as they pull 
themselves together after the death of 
their friend and lead guitarist Gavin 

West. Members Silas Franklin, Carlos “Los” Morales, and Billy 

“Brains” Brennan are embarking with a new band mate, Jordan, 
on the cross-country Warped Tour. In Mountain View, Cali-
fornia, their paths cross with 42-year-old Navy corpsman Paul 
McNally and his 21-year-old son, Bowie, who’s finishing a music 
degree and attending one of Brains’ guitar workshops. At this 
workshop, there’s immediate erotic chemistry between Brains, 
who sees Paul as “a stacked older dude,” and Paul, who gets 

“Actual goose bumps” when he hears Brains’ “deep, smooth voice.” 
Fate takes a hand in bringing them together when the band’s 
tent unexpectedly collapses, trapping Brains under a table and 
terrifying him. After Paul rushes to the scene, Brains begs him 
to stay, and the narrative develops into an unlikely romance that 
surprises not only Paul and Brains, but also all the other people 
in their lives. Over the course of this novel, Merrill writes about 
this burgeoning connection with smooth confidence, even 
when it hits rough patches, as when Brains needs physical ther-
apy or when Bowie reacts poorly to his father’s new relationship. 
Merrill rests a good part of the story on a realistic appraisal of 
his characters’ fallibility: “People want to think they can handle 
anything that comes their way, but everyone has a breaking 
point,” Brains reflects at one point. It may seem like a standard 
unlikely-romance plot at first, but the author offers it to readers 
with considerable skill and style.

A realistic and inviting love story in the rock-music world.

A DIARY IN THE AGE 
OF WATER
Munteanu, Nina 
Inanna Publications (300 pp.) 
$22.95 paper  |  $11.99 e-book
Jul. 8, 2020
978-1-77133-737-3

In Canadian ecologist Munteanu’s 
novel, a child in a world of climate disas-
ter discovers hidden truths about the 
past in a mysterious journal.

In a story set centuries in the future, a young girl with four 
arms named Kyo lives on the last vestige of a planet damaged 
by climate crisis, water scarcity, and a cataclysm brought on by 
semidivine figures called the Water Twins. Kyo comes across 
the 21st-century journal of a limnologist named Lynna; over 
two decades, the journal’s author details Earth’s fate with sci-
entific observations on the harm wrought by corporate greed, 
as well as her own personal struggles raising a child in a world 
of catastrophe and authoritarianism. She’s a deeply relatable 
and tragically flawed character who’s wracked by doubt, fear, 
and cynicism—a stark contrast to her fierce environmentalist 
mother, Una, and her spiritual, idealistic daughter, Hildegard. 
What unites them all is the study of water: its intrinsic proper-
ties, its mysteries, and ultimately its necessity to the planet. In 
poetic prose (“We’re going down in a kind of slow violence”) 
with sober factual basis, Munteanu transmutes a harrowing dys-
topia into a transcendentalist origin myth. The author’s ambi-
tious approach may not appeal to some; it veers toward heavy 
exposition, and its incorporation of Vedic mysticism can be as 

Munteanu asks uncomfortable questions and explores the 
effects of one generation’s actions upon the next.

a diary in the age of water
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confounding as it is compelling. The narrative’s seeming asser-
tion that humanity is too complacent and selfish to allow for an 
alternative future is frustrating, although there are copious ref-
erences to the efforts of Indigenous water protectors and pro-
gressive activists. Are capitalistic humans a virus that must be 
eradicated for the sake of the planet, or is humanity worth sav-
ing? However, it’s worth noting that Munteanu references irrep-
arable, real-life environmental damage, and the inevitability of 
her future is dependent on continued, present inaction. As with 
much apocalyptic fiction, the author asks uncomfortable ques-
tions and explores the effects of one generation’s actions upon 
the next as they ripple outward like a stone dropped in a pond.

A sobering and original cautionary tale that combines a 
family drama with an environmental treatise.

THE GOPHER KING
A Dark Comedy
Nikolich, Gojan 
Black Rose Writing  (326 pp.) 
$20.95 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
Nov. 12, 2020
978-1-68433-573-2

A small-town Vietnam veteran is 
beset by PTSD and talking rodent sol-
diers in this tragicomic fantasia.

Bull River Falls, Colorado, popula-
tion 875, is experiencing a summer of discontent, with raging 
forest fires, strangely aggressive wildlife, the Gold Gulch Cor-
poration’s controversial expansion of its ski resort and golf 
course, and the mysterious gunshot death of a young woman. 
Surveying it all is Stan Przewalski, the 60-something editor of 
the Beacon-News, but he’s an unreliable observer. His psychiat-
ric meds barely control his nightmares about Vietnam, which 
bleed into hallucinatory daytime flashbacks, and he’s alive only 
because the rope that he recently hanged himself with broke. 
He takes it in stride when he meets Chaz, a gopher who, thanks 
to exposure to radioactive testing, can outthink and outtalk 
most humans and magically shrink large objects—including 
Stan—down to his foot-long scale. Hallucination or not, Chaz 
deeply resonates with Stan’s past: He loves 1960s rock and has 
organized his fellow gophers into an army with miniaturized 
attack helicopters and fighter jets. Nikolich’s fanciful scenario 
makes up most of this meandering novel, which consists mainly 
of Stan’s wrestling with his Vietnam demons while taking in 
Chaz’s diminutive parody of human culture and warfare. Stan 
occasionally joins the gophers’ attacks on Gold Gulch, which is 
trying to drive them off their land. The resulting yarn is imagi-
native and often beguiling, like a mashup of Platoon and Gremlins 
scripted by William S. Burroughs. But it is also awkwardly disso-
nant, with the gophers’ cartoon antics—“They then synced the 
upstairs elevator door alarms to the hospital PA system, which 
had already been programmed by a team of prairie dog sound 
engineers to play a continuous loop of Jimi Hendrix’s 1969 
Woodstock rendition of the Star Spangled Banner”—clashing 
tonally with Stan’s pitch-black memories of combat. (“I was 

covered with blood….I walked up to the first one and took his 
head off. I emptied half the ammo belt into that bunch.”) Many 
scenes clearly take place in Stan’s dreams or imagination and 
therefore feel inconsequential and uninvolving. Still, the author 
is a gifted writer, and when he looks outside Stan’s head—“The 
old woman and the horse faced into the wind and together they 
watched the smoke rise and hang in gauzy white sheets above 
the valley”—his prose is entrancing.

An offbeat, mordantly entertaining but discordant saga 
of war at its worst and its cutest.

A WINTER NIGHT
Parrish, Anne Leigh
Unsolicited Press (248 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-1-950730-60-5

A woman in her 30s strives to over-
come doubts regarding her romance 
with a bartender in this novel.

Angie Dugan has no fond memories 
of her past relationships. The 34-year-
old social worker at Lindell Retirement 

Home in Dunston, New York, has been seeing bartender Matt 
for well over a month. She fears she’ll do something to drive him 
away. Years ago, her mom, Lavinia, walked out on her family: 
She was fed up with her husband Potter’s alcoholism. Though 
Lavinia soon returned for her five children, Angie continues 
to have abandonment issues. She consequently keeps people 
at arm’s length and has difficulty trusting Matt. He certainly 
doesn’t make it easy; he’s good friends with Sharon, a server 
at The Watering Hole, where he works. Evidently, Matt and 
Sharon had a relationship, but is it over, as he claims? Making 
matters worse is Potter, whose recent problems with his wife, 
Mary Beth, seem to have driven the recovering alcoholic to 
drink excessively. As Angie counsels her beloved but troubled 
father, she tries pushing out negative thoughts concerning 
Matt in case what the two have is indeed love. Parrish fills her 
story with indelible characters, most notably the Dugans, who 
have appeared in her earlier novels. Family propels the narra-
tive, from Angie’s siblings to Matt’s addict sister, Jen, and even 
a few Lindell residents. The tale delivers a realistic depiction 
of loving relationships and, as such, is often gloomy. Angie, for 
example, unquestionably loves her family, undeterred by her sis-
ter Marta’s apparent indifference or Potter’s stumbles. At the 
same time, her burgeoning romance with Matt is thoroughly 
engaging. Since readers have the same information as Angie, 
they may likewise wonder about Matt’s intermittently suspi-
cious behavior. The author’s crisp prose keenly details Angie’s 
predicament, as when she chastises herself for a “nasty sardonic 
voice” that has become her “default setting.”

An outstanding, unsentimental portrait of family, love, 
and unavoidable hardships.
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THE MIRACLE 
MACHINE 
Pennock, Matthew
Gival Press (94 pp.)
$15.00 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Sep. 1, 2020
978-1-940724-29-4 

A 19th-century automaton and other 
museum exhibits narrate this collection 
of poems.

As Pennock explains in a note to 
readers, the “primary speaker of these poems is L’Automate 
D’Maillardet,” a mechanism built around 1800 by a Swiss 
clockmaker; it could produce drawings and poems. At some 
point, impresario P.T. Barnum acquired the automaton for 
his museum. Other Barnum exhibits also speak here, such as 

“Ned the Learnéd Seal” and the “Feejee Mermaid,” the first, 
a living trained animal and the second, a mummified mon-
key and fish sewn together. Often throughout the collection, 
winner of the Gival Press Poetry Award, beauty and the idea 
of beauty are corrupted by Barnum’s huckster grotesquerie. 
The mermaid is no lovely creature but a monstrous joining 
by someone who “smells of linen passed between / unwashed 
hands, and—strangely—of buttered popcorn.” The automa-
ton is in love with the “One-Eyed Girl,” a ticket taker, his pas-
sion expressed in dignified and poetic terms. She’s like the 
moon, with “One unblinking eye, perfectly round, unblink-
ing / The palest gold, with a hint of green.” As for Barnum, 
it’s rumored that he is responsible for the girl’s lost eye, hav-
ing “done it himself, / gouged it out ’cause she wouldn’t be his 
whore.” Despair and rage inhabit these inventive and eerie 
poems. Looming over the moving collection is the fire that 
destroys the museum and horrifyingly kills its animals. Nev-
ertheless, the speakers here—the damaged and abused; the 
dead, animal, or artificial—possess all the humanity and art, 
something Pennock’s language skillfully emphasizes through 
literary qualities like assonance, alliteration, and internal 
rhyme. On the automaton’s lovesickness, the Learnéd Seal 
predicts that “if this distemper / persists, first his imagi-
nation will dry.” To this, Barnum responds “with a solemn 
scratch / of ” the Seal’s “head and a votive of cod.”

Uncanny, heart-wrenching, and beautifully crafted poems 
by an original voice.

THE VISION OF 
ANTJE BAUMANN
Power, Laurence
AuthorHouseUK (286 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
May 25, 2018
978-1-4834-8532-4

A Dutch family struggles under the 
brutality of the Nazi occupation in this 
World War II novel.

When the Nazis first cross into the 
Netherlands, the Baumanns, like many of the Dutch, consider 
the occupation a temporary indignity. But they are soon sad-
dled with chronic shortages of food and supplies, and those who 
express defiance in Amsterdam are summarily arrested and shot. 
The rumors they hear of Nazi atrocities, especially regarding 
the Germans’ treatment of Jews, take on a “chilling menace,” 
and the Dutch come to the stark realization that their adversar-
ies are uncivilized “barbarians.” Wim, the patriarch of the Bau-
mann family, is recruited into the Dutch Resistance and asked 
to use his skills as a carpenter to build secret hiding places for 
dissidents and Jews. At great risk to him and his family, he builds 
one of these rooms in his own home. But as the family comes 
under suspicion and their home is ransacked for evidence of 
sedition, Wim is forced into hiding, and Cornelis, the eldest of 
three siblings, must become the man of the house and an agent 
in the Resistance as well. Power artfully conveys a harrowing 
tale from the perspective of Cornelis, who quickly grows up 
under the threat of violence and the deprivation of war. His lit-
tle sister, Antje, is physically disabled—she’s sadly going blind—
and keeping her alive is all the more difficult under a despotic 
occupation. The author is especially astute when exploring the 
ways in which the war pits Dutch citizens against one another—
it can be remarkably surprising who does and does not collabo-
rate. And Power deftly captures the gathering pressure of the 
war, stretched out over years, which exacts a toll from which no 
one escapes. At one point, Cornelis asks: “Was there a limit to 
the degree of weariness a person could experience?”

A moving story of family and national survival.

ST. MICHAEL POKER & 
DRINKING CLUB
Randle, Ned
Regal House Publishing (238 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Mar. 27, 2020
978-1-64603-003-3

A modern-day miracle throws a 
priest’s life into turmoil in this novel.

At the outset of Randle’s tale, Father 
Thomas Abernathy, pastor of Belle City’s 

St. Michael’s Catholic Church, is having an unexpected per-
sonal crisis. The stray cat he recently befriended has been hit 
by a car and killed. After burying the animal, Father Tom finds 

Despair and rage inhabit these inventive and eerie poems.
the miracle machine
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himself more acutely aware of his own solitude than he’s been in 
years. His days, readers are told, “were filled with the innumer-
able chafing responsibilities of pastoring a congregation.” The 
personal time that had been briefly enlivened by a cat now feels 
desolately empty. Imagining a social club of fellow ecclesiastics 
who would “get together in their free time and play cards, have 
a few drinks, share a few stories and relax,” he sets about assem-
bling such a group. He recruits Lutheran pastor Theo Swind-
berg, larger-than-life evangelical preacher Billy Crump, and 
charismatic Presbyterian minister Donald Northrup, and thus 
is born the St. Michael Poker & Drinking Club. The men gather, 
talk, joke, and learn about one another. Father Tom is in Theo’s 
confidence when the man learns that his wife, Naomi, has can-
cer. In desperation, Theo asks Father Tom for a miracle, and 
suddenly a novel that had been about a group of men awkwardly 
and tentatively forming late-in-life friendships takes a surpris-
ing dramatic turn. Randle wisely spends generous amounts 
of time in alternating chapters taking his readers deep inside 
the minds and backstories of his characters. As these men get 
to know one another, readers get to know them as well. The 
author crafts these personal elaborations with care and consid-
erable skill. The meetings are full of lively talk on matters philo-
sophical and theological, but the personal portraits of the main 
characters are the highlights of the book. And the story’s climax 
involving Father Tom and the ailing Naomi is as soaringly satis-
fying as it is out of left field.

A captivating and intensely readable tale about men of 
faith finding friendship and renewal.

PURPLE LOTUS
Rao, Veena
She Writes Press (312 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book
Sep. 29, 2020
978-1-63152-761-6

An Indian immigrant moves to 
Atlanta for an arranged marriage and 
undertakes a quest for identity in this 
debut novel.

When 8-year-old Tara’s father and 
pregnant mother immigrate to Dubai in the United Arab Emir-
ates from Mangalore, India, to build a better life, she’s left 
behind with members of her extended family. Feeling aban-
doned, she takes refuge in reading, and her bookish nature 
leads her to obtain a master’s degree in English literature and 
employment as a journalist at the Morning Herald. Although she 
harbors dreams of becoming a fiction writer, her family is more 
interested in seeing her married off to a proper Hindu groom. 
As a result, Sanjay enters Tara’s life as an arranged husband. At 31, 
she uproots her life in India to join him in the American South. 
Rao’s prose brims with authentic scenes of Atlanta, set at the 
Decatur Farmers Market, Lindbergh, and cafes in Buckhead, 
navigating the Perimeter; autumn trees in the South are engag-
ingly described as “eerie contortions of bare arms that stretched 
out toward a bitter sky.” Eventually, Tara learns that Sanjay 

passionately loves another woman, making her irrelevant. She 
and her husband continue to cohabitate until her independence 
threatens the insecure, jealous Sanjay. Rao unflinchingly and 
realistically portrays a cycle of domestic abuse that ends with 
Tara fighting for—and gaining—her freedom. Throughout the 
novel, childhood flashbacks introduce Tara’s past, including 
memories of an adolescent crush, Cyrus; they later rekindle 
their dormant romance. Empowered by her newfound sense of 
belonging, she effectively asserts her voice by writing an op-ed 
published for the Morning Herald. When controversy ensues, 
she stands tall, buoyed by her hard-won sense of self.

A moving and polished novel that highlights Rao’s liter-
ary promise.

HOME WORTHY
How You Can Believe in 
Yourself, Break Limitations 
and Buy Your Dream Home 
With Ease
Rinomato, Sandra
FriesenPress (240 pp.)
$27.99 | $19.99 paper | May 20, 2020
978-1-5255-5532-9
978-1-5255-5533-6 paper

A guide to buying a first property 
from a real estate broker and HGTV Canada host.

Rinomato offers personal-development advice that draws on 
her many years of real estate broker wisdom, along with frequent 
references to Napoleon Hill’s 1937 self-help classic Think and 
Grow Rich. She says that single women—who, she says, comprise 
1 in 4 home buyers—are her favorite demographic to work with, 
though her book will be readily useful to any person hunting for 
their first property. The author’s approach is right on the money, 
as one’s living space is a deeply emotional topic, and naturally, pur-
chasing your first involves more than budgets and spreadsheets. 
Buyers are juggling personal agendas, parents, societal expecta-
tions, potential partners, and lifestyle changes. As a result, Rino-
mato advises readers to ask themselves what they really want. 
The book alternates among three main sources: the author’s own 
life, case studies of her clients, and the self-improvement genre. 
What makes this book worth a read is its delightfully dressed-
down style; the voice is forthright, plain, no-nonsense, with a 
touch of self-admitted snark. What comes through again and 
again are Rinomato’s profound empathy and fierce advocacy for 
people wanting to build wealth and independence through real 
estate. The self-help–speak becomes a bit repetitive, but readers 
will forgive this foible, as goal setting, focused visualization, and 
positive thinking are genuinely indispensable when undertaking 
such a monumental and personal project. Dipping into psychol-
ogy and sociology, Rinomato shows how often people create their 
own obstacles, and she offers practical strategies and suggestions 
for overcoming and bypassing fears and hang-ups. The handy 
final chapter provides a useful summary of pointers, fine-tuned 
to each step in the property-buying process.

An essential read for those looking to buy a home.
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PODGE
Ross, Warren K.
Illus. by Wansink, Lisette
Self (48 pp.)
$12.95  |  Oct. 1, 2020
978-0-9903086-4-5 

Ross offers light children’s verse in the 
manner of an extra-goofy Mother Goose.

What is a Podge? According to an 
opening verse, it’s “a Hodgeless Hodge-

podge, / a pile of who knows what.” As such, it’s an appropriate 
title for this miscellany of children’s verse; even its organization 
is rather unorganized, consisting of three short sections: “THE 
SHALL-WE’S,” “MISHAPS of NO GREAT IMPORT,” and 

“THREE UNCLES and ONE ANT.” The entries within the three 
sections have individual titles also, as do all the remaining verses, 
which have no general headings. Despite the overall nonsense style, 
a few verses have a more serious undertone, like “The Puddle,” 
which starts off the first section. “Shall we jump in the puddle? / 
Of course. We have no choice. / There it is, and here we are, / still 
smart enough to trust the voice / telling us that we must.” Heed-
ing an inner voice isn’t usually the stuff of nursery rhymes; how-
ever, such musings don’t characterize the collection, which soon 
becomes reliably lighthearted. A notable feature of the book is 
its array of silly names—Bingwen Ding, Gropius Gribble Hough-
ton Huff, or the Blithering Blobulous Blabberoon. Place names 
can be correspondingly silly, as in Floopston and Gloopston. The 
book’s nonsense often recalls nursery rhymes, sometimes directly, 
but with fresh images or a contemporary spin: “Dom, Dom, the 
piper’s dog / lived a week in a hollow log”; “Little Bo Peep has lost 
her Jeep, / so now she cannot drive and beep.” Some verses seem 
to demand a Dr. Seuss –like book of their own, such as “The Land 
Where the Scropalongs Roam,” which begins with these wonder-
fully adventurous lines: “Parkie O’Clapp found an old secret map 
/ of The Land Where the Scropalongs Roam. / He set out one day 
in his Anteater Sleigh, / and chauffeured them back to his home.” 
However, the piece doesn’t really explore its premise, and several 
two-line verses in the collection feel similarly unfinished.

Though most characters seem to be White, there are some 
of color, such as “Nkechi Nkele,” a dark-skinned girl with a 
beaded hairstyle who sits on a cloud with a ginger-striped cat. 
Or is she actually sitting on a bed? “Maybe you are one of the 
few / who know that both of those are true.” Illustrator Wan-
sink, a Belgian artist who calls herself a “builder of Dreams and 
Fairytales,” has exhibited her work in a Netherlands art gallery. 
The illustrations in this, her first children’s book, are reminis-
cent of painter Raoul Dufy’s faux naïve style, rendered in chalky 
yet vibrant colors. Her comical images, smiling people and 
animals, child’s-drawing proportions, and general sense of fun 
enrich the text. For example, the “Flying Flapjack on the Loose” 
does go astray, reappearing in “Here it Comes Again” and show-
ing up without explanation in between verses, very much on the 
loose. Some images are reused with a few changes, such as Old 
Flopp on the railway platform or a soup-stirring cook.

Whimsical, playful verse perfect for reading aloud, with 
charming illustrations.

DREAMT 
Or the Lingering 
Phantoms 
of Equinox
Salinas, Alex Z.
Hekate Publishing (77 pp.) 
$12.00 paper  |  Jul. 4, 2020
978-1-912017-19-5

This collection of poetry may be 
founded on a series of playful dreams, 
but its message of protest offers a rous-
ingly powerful wake-up call.

This second volume of poetry by Salinas is divided into two 
sections. The first and longer of the two is entitled “Sleeping” 
while the second is called “Woken.” Many of the poems found 
in the first section delve into whimsical, dreamlike scenarios. In 

“Cat,” he muses: “I dreamt I was a snow-white cat who / Owned 
Haruki Murakami.” The deliciously absurd piece describes the 
poet as a cat master, demanding that felines be featured in all 
of Murakami’s books in exchange for food and shelter. In the 
equally absurd “Smoke,” Salinas writes: “I dreamt I was a ciga-
rette,” followed later by “I begged Ayn / Rand to light me up.” 
The poem is rendered darker by the knowledge that Rand, a 
heavy smoker, contracted lung cancer. The mercurial nature of 
Salinas’ poetry will leave readers uneasy and uncertain of where 
he will take them next but beguiled all the same. His writing 
sometimes shoots from the hip. In a poem called “Native,” he 
references sexual harassment accusations against the Native 
American novelist Sherman Alexie, asserting controversially: 

“You allowed your pendulous / Totem pole to carve the path, 
and now all / Our efforts are shattered.” Yet when addressing 
the death of George Floyd in “Breathe,” the poet’s tone is ten-
der, although tempered with rage: “My brother, / My beauty, / I 
can’t breathe / When I hold back the / Black rain.” Alternatively, 

“Whistling Dixie on Trump Tower one fine January morning” 
channels Salinas’ disdain via an erasure poem shrewdly crafted 
by omitting selected words from Donald Trump’s 2017 presi-
dential inauguration speech—part of which reads threaten-
ingly: “I will fight you / never, ever let you / start winning again.” 
Other pieces are marked by the poet’s expressive wordplay; in 

“Serpentine Situation,” gridlock on the interstate is described 
delightfully as “Aggro jazz of / Chrysalis lives, / Some in Chrys-
lers.” This outstanding collection goes where it likes, often to 
places some readers may not wish to follow. Those who do will 
not experience a dull moment.

Triumphantly mordant and transporting poems.

This outstanding collection goes where it likes, often 
to places some readers may not wish to follow.

dreamt
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BREAKING BARRIERS
A Novel Based on the Life of 
Laura Bassi
Selbo, Jule 
Barbera Foundation (314 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Apr. 1, 2020
978-1-947431-29-4

A historical novel focuses on the life 
of a groundbreaking scientist.

In this book, part of the Mentoris 
Project’s series celebrating noteworthy figures in Italian and 
Italian American history, Selbo explores the life of 18th-century 
polymath Laura Bassi. Bassi overcame barriers and prejudice to 
become the first woman to teach at the University of Bologna. 
The story opens with 5-year-old Laura asking challenging ques-
tions and showing her thirst for knowledge. She begins studying 
at home with tutors and demonstrates an aptitude for learning 
and an affinity for the new forms of scientific research that are 
being developed at the time. Although her mother worries that 
her daughter’s lack of interest in socializing will doom her to 
spinsterhood, Laura ends up marrying a fellow academic who 
supports her research and the laboratory that she establishes 
at home when the university does not allow her to work on its 
campus. The author blends lush historical details (“She walked 
down the center aisle, elegant in a deep blue beaded silk gown, 
her hairpieces studded with crystals and pearls”) with Laura’s 
more intellectual pursuits, maintaining a balance between cre-
ating the setting and examining more esoteric topics. The book 
skillfully invokes the Enlightenment themes that drive Laura’s 
work—science and religion, experiments versus theories, the 
pursuit of learning—developing them in the text as well as 
inserting them in characters’ conversations. Readers with lim-
ited historical backgrounds will have little trouble following 
the plot, as Selbo puts Laura’s letters to other prominent scien-
tists, Roman Catholic Church politics, and the characters’ daily 
lives in the necessary context. The author also adds details and 
cameo appearances by historical figures who will be familiar 
to those with knowledge of the era. The novel hews closely to 
Bassi’s documented history and does an excellent job of plausi-
bly and satisfyingly filling in the blanks of her story. The book 
is informative without being didactic and delivers an enjoyable 
narrative that also achieves its educational goals.

An engaging tale based on the life of an intriguing woman.

OUR GAY HISTORY IN 
FIFTY STATES
Stout, Zaylore
Illus. by Bye, Alexandra & Écija, Chelen
Wise Ink Creative Publishing (408 pp.) 
$50.00  |  $25.00 e-book  |  Oct. 17, 2019
978-1-63489-257-5

A sweeping reference volume about 
LGBTQ+ people, institutions, and lore 

from all over the country.
Stout, a Minneapolis employment attorney and community 

organizer, surveys the LGBTQ+ community in every state—and 
in U.S. territories, including Puerto Rico and Guam—including 
red state heartlands as well as blue state urban enclaves. Each 
brief chapter features photos and lavish illustrations of people 
and places by artists Bye and Écija and contains paragraphlong 
entries on notable people, living or dead, who were born in 
each state; local cultural fixtures, such as bars and bookstores, 
pride parades, and advocacy organizations; and historical mile-
stones, including ordinances and statutes. The book is, in part, 
a kind of Who’s Who in LGBTQ+ America, saluting luminaries 
such as Ellen DeGeneres, RuPaul, U.S. Rep. Barney Frank, and 
Apple CEO Tim Cook, but there’s also plenty of less-sung writ-
ers, artists, activists, and businesspeople. For example, there’s 
a veritable roll call of pathbreakers, such as Anchorage, Alaska, 
assembly member Felix Rivera, “one of the first two gay men 
ever elected to the Alaskan government,” and Reed Erickson, 

“The first transgender person to earn an engineering degree 
from Louisiana State University.” Stout unearths some intrigu-
ing historical figures, as well, including Michael Wigglesworth, 
a 17th-century Puritan minister whose diary reveals his torment 
over his attraction to male Harvard students; Charity Bryant 
and Sylvia Drake, a lesbian couple in early-19th-century Ver-
mont; and Joe Monahan, a transgender miner and cowboy on 
the Idaho frontier. (The author’s self-described “speculation” 
about Abraham Lincoln’s sexuality is a bit of a stretch, however.) 
Stout unsurprisingly finds a rich trove of lore on the LGBTQ+ 
community in New York and California, but he also helpfully 
discovers stories in places such as Thurmond, West Virginia, 

“the smallest town in the U. S. to pass an LBGTQ+ anti-discrim-
ination ordinance.” Overall, Stout’s encyclopedia-style prose is 
workmanlike and never lyrical, and his choice of entries feels 
somewhat haphazard. However, casual readers, students, tour-
ists, or new U.S. residents trying to get their bearings will find 
this to be a useful sourcebook—one that demonstrates the 
LGBTQ+ community’s deep roots in American soil.

An eye-opening guide to the American LGBTQ+ commu-
nity and its history in some surprising places.
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KIMBERLING BRIDGE
Tenney, Jeffrey W. 
Whistle Creek Press (298 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
May 30, 2019
978-0-9796333-1-7

In the chaos and anarchy that fol-
low social collapse in America, a retiree 
leaves his Arkansas hiding place to help 
unite small bands fighting for their lives 
against marauding bikers.

Tenney lends the post-apocalyptic/survival genre a realistic, 
grounded treatment in this novel, beginning with an older protag-
onist. The man’s bad back and troubled conscience set him apart 
from the standard pulp action hero. A barely described backstory 
attributes the fall of organized civilization in the United States to 
a fatal combination of a foreign EMP bomb in the atmosphere 
and a dysfunctional Washington, D.C., government—and, per-
haps, something that had grown coarse and ugly in the American 
fabric. William, 72, had intended to retire from Minnesota to the 

“peace” of rural Arkansas only to find the local redneck culture of 
hunters and addicts reacting to the loss of communications and 
social order with sprees of rape, murder, and wanton destruction. 

Subsisting under a vandalized bridge, William finds the nearest 
thing to a purpose in life when he becomes a reluctant guardian 
to Kat, a strife-hardened adolescent girl whose drug dealer father 
chose the retiree’s hideout for his suicide. The merest possibility 
of getting Kat to a rumored refuge across the border in Missouri 
endows William with an all-too-rare sense of mission. With his 
dog, Riley, they begin the perilous quest along the dangerous roads, 
encountering other stragglers and trying to avoid the predatory 
biker gangs. Who can be trusted? Though not as elemental-mythic 
and poetic as Cormac McCarthy’s superficially similar The Road, 
Tenney’s narrative is an intriguing travel companion. The tale is a 
worthy addition to the literature of Worst-Case Scenarios, even as 
the theme evolves from a search for meaning in a brutal, violent 
world to a more conventional, small-scale guerrilla war and strat-
egy primer (with even Kat herself receding into the camo-foliage). 
Like McCarthy, the author shies away from specific finger-pointing 
and shaming/blaming (well, maybe the Arkansas boonies come in 
for a poor quality-of-life rating). Still, the political trends of recent 
years are hard to separate from Tenney’s early references to wealth 
inequality and a now semibarbaric populace here undermined 
in a crisis by its own Donald Trump–style deficiencies: “Under-
educated, selfish, short-sighted, intolerant of anything that didn’t 
remind them of themselves, and ultimately self-destructive.”

An engaging, character-driven, post-apocalyptic battle 
for survival offering a few shreds of hope.

THE MUSKRAT WHO LOST 
HIS FAMILY
Toht, Dave
Illus. by the author
Self (39 pp.) 
$9.95 paper  |  Jul. 8, 2020
978-0-578-70790-7

A kind squirrel helps a lonely musk-
rat in this picture-book sequel.

One day, Hazel, a squirrel, sneaks out to the marsh and stum-
bles into the water. She is rescued by a muskrat named Malcolm, 
who lives alone, having “lost my family.” Hazel and Malcolm 
become friends; she and her father give the muskrat some fur-
niture to “turn his workaday lodge into a real home.” Malcolm 
tells Hazel that he was separated from his family during a tor-
nado. While attending a Jamboree for her group Treetop Girls, 
Hazel enlists members in a hunt for Malcolm’s family. She even 
seeks help from Almond, a pesky “newbie.” Hazel hopes the 
Treetop Girls will send her letters about their searches, but not 
one “reported a muskrat family missing a son.” Hazel becomes 
annoyed by the countless letters she receives from Almond and 
stops opening them. Months later, Malcolm is greeted by his 
family, thanks to Almond’s efforts. Hazel discovers Almond 
tried to update her in the letters. While Toht reveals the two 
squirrels become “fast friends,” it would have been intriguing to 
see how the dynamic progressed after Hazel realized her blun-
der. The picture book’s atypically long text makes this story 
better suited for kids with chapter book–level reading abilities. 
Still, the illustrations are delightful. The author excels in the 

A worthy addition to the literature of Worst-Case Scenarios.
kimberling bridge
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critters’ depictions, juxtaposing serene nature backdrops with 
clever details like anthropomorphized living spaces and an up-
close, colorful image of Treetop Girls badges.

A lengthy but charmingly illustrated tale of friendship.

MIDWEST FARMERS’ 
DAUGHTERS
Van De Yacht, Bernie
Manuscript 

A literary novel follows three high 
school friends through the trials of mid-
dle age.

They grew up together, three best 
friends in a small Wisconsin commu-
nity where nearly everyone’s father was 

a farmer. Val was the smart, nonconforming one who dreamed 
of getting out of town and becoming a city slicker. Crystal was 
the pretty and popular one. Penny was the self-described middle 
one, always a little jealous of how easily things came to her two 
friends. Now, on the cusp of age 50, the three remain close. A few 
years ago, Val moved back to town, the successful founder (with 
her much younger husband) of a fitness center geared toward 
women. Crystal has five sons with her high school sweetheart—
and a waistline that has ballooned to the point of obesity. Penny 
has one child, her miracle daughter, Rose, but ever since the 
girl turned 18, the relationship has been inexplicably strained. 
Some things have changed over the intervening decades, but 
some things have not. The three women still compare their lives, 
leaning on one another for support while judging their friends’ 
actions. At the center of the friendship is Penny’s secret trauma 
regarding something that happened back on prom night—some-
thing that she blames, in part, on Crystal and Val. Van De Yacht 
manages to capture the personalities and rhythms of his three 
narrators, particularly their colorful Wisconsinite speech. In a 
flashback, Crystal notes: “Bart is the quarterback of the foot-
ball team and I’m head cheerleader, for crumpsakes. Only rea-
son Penny is on court is ’cause I told Bart’s best friend to ask 
her. I thought that was pretty darn nice of me, ’n so?” Each of 
the three protagonists is deftly constructed—flawed yet sym-
pathetic—and they prove to be compelling appraisers of one 
another’s foibles. Alternately humorous and heartbreaking, the 
novel is an incisive triple portrait of the way small choices shape 
the courses of people’s lives—and the way cohorts who start out 
in roughly the same place can end up in vastly different ones.

A rich exploration of friendship and heartache in the 
Midwest.

LUSTFUL SIN 
Wright Jr., Robert
Self (221 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Jul. 14, 2019
978-1-08-038384-9

A bounty hunter who happens to be 
a dragon chases down demonic ne’er-do-
wells in this erotic fantasy romance.

Wright, the author of Lucifer’s Daugh-
ter (2019), sets his tale in a world where 

legendary magical beings, appalled by environmental destruc-
tion, have emerged from hiding to put mankind in its place. As 
a result, humans are a marginalized underclass on the bottom 
rung of a society riven by class and ethnic conflict, featuring 
thuggish goblin gangsters, elf sex workers, and a ruling elite of 
bigoted fairies under the cruel Queen Velocity. Policing things 
is Sin, a San Francisco bounty hunter who looks like a 5-foot-3-
inch, redheaded, green-skinned, attractive human woman, but 
she’s also a tough-talking dragon with unobtrusive wings, a 9mm 
handgun for when talking won’t do, and a relatively good heart, 
which is rare among “supernaturals.” Velocity hires Sin and her 
partner, Sebastian, a 6-inch-tall imp, to investigate the case of 
a murdered werewolf found in a sealed chamber. Their sleuth-
ing leads to the succubus Aezriane, who enters the dreams of 
men to collect their semen; she does so by means so pleasurable 
that they don’t mind much when she offs them afterward. The 
paranormal investigators also uncover a plot to breed a race of 
superdemons and overthrow fairy supremacism. Complicating 
the case is Sin’s affair with Velocity’s son Fallon and the presence 
of Fallon’s fiancee, Rose, a haughty noble-fairy who tags along. 
Wright’s yarn feels a bit like a reboot of Buffy the Vampire Slayer as 
written by Mickey Spillane, with lots of grungy atmosphere, bru-
tal but piquant characters, a beguiling femme fatale, and punchy 
dialogue, as when Sebastian says, “Oh gross. Dog meat. We 
could have gone to a nice place that served cat or even human.” 
Sin also gets explicit sex scenes—“I rode from one orgasm to 
another screaming out each one as he wrapped his arms around 
me, refusing to let me escape from the crests that racked my 
body”—in which her blithe wantonness clashes somewhat with 
her usual hard-boiled, wisecracking cynicism. However, Wright’s 
skillful prose and storytelling hold things together to deliver an 
imaginative page-turner.

A rollicking blend of noir detective story and offbeat erot-
ica with a twist of magic.
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SUNNE’S GIFT 
How Sunne Overcame 
Bullying To Reclaim 
God’s Gift
Yawson, Ama Karikari
Illus. by Davis, Rashad Malik
Milestales (38 pp.) 
$19.95  |  $2.99 e-book  |  May 1, 2014
978-0-9914808-0-7

A picture book presents an original fable about a magical 
being who learns the consequences of believing bullies’ lies.

In the beginning, Nyame, the Creator, is “bored with the bar-
ren world.” With just a thought, Nyame makes many magnificent 
things, then creates four magical beings: Sunne, Earthe, Watre, 
and Winde. Each of the beings, called magbees, has a special gift 
and an appearance that symbolizes that power. For a time, the 
four magbees work together to keep the world running. But 
when they look at their reflections in the river, they discover that 
only Sunne has hair that stands tall rather than flows down. After 
being mocked, Sunne tries to flatten the tall hair with disastrous 
results: The sun vanishes. Only Nyame’s return allows Sunne to 
regain the gift of the sun and teaches all the magbees a lesson 
about respecting others. In this series opener, Davis’ beautiful 
illustrations give the magbees a wonderfully mythical feel. His 
emphasis on depicting diversity perfectly evokes the theme of 
valuing differences. Yawson’s language adopts a formal vocabu-
lary—imbued, dwell—to emphasize the folktale tone. Her use 
of Nyame as the Creator, drawing on the tradition of the Akan 
people of Ghana, may encourage readers to seek out more origi-
nal stories from that area. The author’s choice to show the bullies 
realizing the magnitude of their actions is almost as potent as the 
portrayal of how Sunne embraces self-worth.

An impressive legend with the feel of an older tale and a 
highly relevant theme.

THE U.S. NAVY’S ON-THE-
ROOF GANG
Volume One: Prelude to War
Zullo, Matt 
Self (442 pp.) 
$29.00  |  $6.99 e-book  |  Aug. 10, 2020
978-1-73515-270-7

A lightly fictionalized debut work 
focuses on pioneering codebreakers in 
the United States Navy in the years lead-
ing up to the Pearl Harbor attack.

Retired radio intelligence officer Zullo combines years 
of technical expertise with a passion for his subject to craft 
the first of two volumes about a group of 20th-century Navy 
cryptologists. Called the On-the-Roof Gang because classes 
were held on the roof of a Navy building, the effort involved 
176 men trained between 1928 and 1941. The radio operators 
learned techniques of transmission analysis involving Japanese 
katakana telegraphic code in order to intercept Imperial Japa-
nese navy communications. The key figure in the narrative is 
Petty Officer Harry Kidder, who in June 1924 is a Morse code 
expert and Navy radioman in the Philippines. An eager and 
enthusiastic ham radio amateur, Harry discovers puzzling extra 
letters in transmissions while pursuing his hobby. Determined 
to decipher what he has noticed, Harry finds out from a Navy 
memo that the letters are part of the Japanese katakana alpha-
bet. He then asks a friend’s Japanese wife for assistance. She 
helps Harry develop a “symbol, sound, and letter chart.” Several 
months later, Harry, now back in the U.S., meets Lt. Laurance 
Safford, a radio communications officer in Washington, D.C., 
assigned to look into Harry’s claims. Alongside the two men is 
the brilliant Agnes Meyer, working as a civilian in Navy com-
munications, who comes up with the idea to establish a training 
program, and the On-the-Roof Gang is born. The tale proceeds 
chronologically, discussing developments in code-breaking 
techniques during the 1930s as well as military history. Other 
chapters delve into Harry’s personal life and problems, includ-
ing an incident in Hawaii that leads to his forced retirement 
before Safford works to fully reinstate him to the “Research 
Desk” in 1940.

The intriguing story picks up speed and tension toward 
the end, as Safford and Navy radio operators search for elu-
sive “Winds Execute” messages that will provide evidence 
that shows what by then seems inevitable: “War with Japan 
was imminent and that the Japanese were likely to attack 
without warning.” While technically historical fiction due to 
the invented dialogue and scenes, Zullo’s book leans heavily 
toward nonfiction and will primarily appeal to readers inter-
ested in military history, code-breaking, and the war in the 
Pacific. The narrative sparkles with authenticity and is well 
organized and clear, enhanced by the judicious use of histori-
cal photographs and maps. But the inclusion of each of the 
25 training classes tends to slow the dramatic pace. And while 
the fictional scenes are well crafted, Harry, Safford, and oth-
ers remain primarily historical figures. Still, history buffs 
will appreciate the illuminating chronicle, which has been 
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informed by archival sources, first-person accounts, and inter-
views with veterans. While some details could have been omit-
ted to achieve a tighter story, the author’s firm grasp of events 
makes for a compelling read. Volume 2 promises to bring read-
ers into the war. Kidder, affectionately known as Pappy, died 
in 1963 and was inducted into the National Security Agency’s 
Cryptologic Hall of Honor in 2019.

An engaging tale of some little-known Navy cryptology 
efforts before World War II.
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THE GLORIAS STREAMS ON AMAZON PRIME VIDEO
The Glorias, a new film based on feminist activist Gloria Steinem’s 2015 memoir, My Life on the 
Road, is available on the streaming service Amazon Prime Video as of Sept. 30. It stars Julianne 
Moore and Alicia Vikander as Steinem at different ages and was directed by Across the Universe’s 
Julie Taymor, who adapted the memoir with playwright and author Sarah Ruhl.

The movie, which was screened at the Sundance Film Festival in January, had originally been 
scheduled to appear in theaters on Sept. 25. The film’s distributors changed their strategy in the 
midst of the Covid-19 pandemic, which has caused theaters across the country to shut down.

Moore and Vikander’s co-stars include Bette Midler as U.S. Rep. Bella Abzug and Janelle 
Monaé as activist Dorothy Pitman Hughes. Lulu Wilson, who appeared in the 2018 Netflix mini-
series adaptation of Shirley Jackson’s 1959 horror classic, The Haunting of Hill House, portrays 
Steinem as a teenager.
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GAME OF THRONES SHOWRUNNERS ADAPTING LIU BOOKS
David Benioff and D.B. Weiss, who co-created the George R.R. Martin–inspired HBO series 
Game of Thrones, will be adapting Chinese SF novelist Cixin Liu’s Remembrance of Earth’s 
Past trilogy for Netflix, according to Deadline.

Liu’s trilogy includes the Hugo Award–winning The Three-Body Problem (2006), The Dark 
Forest (2008), and the Locus Award–winning Death’s End (2010). All three books received 
Kirkus Stars for their English-language translations, and two of those were by American SF 
writer Ken Liu (no relation), who’s a Hugo, Nebula, and Locus winner in his own right. 

Cixin Liu’s trilogy tells a complex tale involving a threatened invasion of Earth by a distant, 
technologically advanced alien civilization. The author and Ken Liu will be consulting produc-
ers on the new Netflix series, which will be written by co-executive producers Benioff, Weiss, 
and Alexander Woo, who co-created the AMC show The Terror: Infamy. 

David Rapp is the senior Indie editor.
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RIDLEY TO STAR IN WOMEN IN THE CASTLE FILM
Daisy Ridley and Kristin Scott Thomas will co-star in an upcoming film adaptation 
of Jessica Shattuck’s 2017 historical novel, The Women in the Castle, according 
to Deadline. 

The film will be written and directed by Jane Anderson, who most recently 
penned the screenplay for the 2017 movie version of Meg Wolitzer’s novel The Wife, 
starring Glenn Close. Homeland’s Nina Hoss will also co-star, and it’s scheduled to 
begin filming early next year.

Shattuck’s novel is about three women, all widows, in Germany as World War II 
ends in 1945. Kirkus called the novel a “primer about how evil invades then corrupts 
normal existence.”

Ridley is best known for playing Rey in three Star Wars films since 2015, but 
she’s also appeared in occasional book adaptations over the course of her career, 

including last year’s film of Lisa Klein’s Shakespearean YA novel, Ophelia, and the upcoming film Chaos Walking, based on Patrick Ness’ 
SF YA book, The Knife of Never Letting Go, currently slated for a January release. 

By David Rapp
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Gloria Steinem in 1975

Daisy Ridley

Cixin Liu
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When Richard Wright’s first novel, Native Son, was published in 1940, 
American culture “was forever changed.” So wrote literary and cultural histo-
rian Irving Howe, signaling that something new had come forth: a raw story 
that expressed the frustration and rage of Blacks who had suffered long, too 
long, under Jim Crow and the oppressive restrictions of racism.

Wright had come up to Chicago from the Deep South during the Great 
Migration. Brilliant and largely self-taught, radicalized, he established himself 
as the voice of an African American community no longer patient, no longer 
willing to endure daily indignities, humiliations, and injustices. He took a place 
at the forefront of a civil rights struggle whose battles would be fought not just 
in the streets, but, in time, in schools and libraries.

Native Son’s protagonist, Bigger Thomas, is angry in a lumbering, unfocused 
way. He torments his family. He beats up his best friend. He wants to lash out 
by committing a crime, but he doesn’t quite know how to go about it. When he 

lands a job working for a wealthy White family, he’s intimidated by their kindness—and certainly doesn’t know how 
to respond to their rebellious daughter’s insistence that they be friends, comrades in the struggle. Says Mary to her 
boyfriend as Bigger listens patiently, “I want to work among Negroes. That’s where people are needed. It seems as 
though they’ve been pushed out of everything.”

Indeed. But, in a moment that speaks to all the mores of the time, when Bigger car-
ries a badly drunk Mary back to her room, he encounters Mary’s mother; though she 
is blind, he worries she will detect his presence. In a desperate moment, not quite pur-
posely and not quite accidentally, he suffocates Mary with a pillow. “His crime seemed 
natural, he felt that all of his life had been leading to something like this,” Wright tells us. 
All Bigger can do is run: “He was black and he had been alone in a room where a white 
girl had been killed; therefore he had killed her. That was what everybody would say 
anyhow, no matter what he said.”

When Bigger is finally caught, with more blood on his hands, his lawyer makes it 
clear that while killing makes it hard for him to get a pass, not all Whites are the enemy. 
It’s the capitalists who bear the blame for creating a structure, a system in which a man 
like Bigger doesn’t count and never will: “They want to keep what they own, even if it makes others suffer. In order 
to keep it, they push men down in the mud and tell them that they are beasts.”

Bigger Thomas is not the blameless Tom Robinson of To Kill a Mockingbird, and Wright challenges the reader 
to sympathize with a murderer and rapist, albeit one who arrives at a kind of redemption in the end. That’s not an 
easy brief—one reason why, to this day, Native Son is among the books most frequently banned from libraries and 
removed from school curricula. Eighty years on, Richard Wright’s angry struggle continues—and his book lives on.

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor.

Appreciations: Richard Wright’s 
Native Son at 80
B Y  G R E G O R Y  M C N A M E E
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