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H Perfectly Golden
Angela Garbacz makes her 
cookbook debut with Perfectly 
Golden (Countryman, $29.95, 
9781682684764), a trove of treats 
from her popular bakery, Gold-
enrod Pastries in Lincoln, Ne-
braska. Garbacz became devoted 
to dietary- inclusive baking after 
developing a dairy sensitivity, and 
her bakery uses nondairy milks 
exclusively (almond is her go-to). 
Here she reveals her top tricks 
for delicious sweets that are also 
gluten free and vegan, including 
decadent buns, cakes, cookies 

and more. (You can make any of the recipes in the traditional way, too, 
using cow’s milk and eggs.) While this bright and cheerful cookbook is de-
cidedly contemporary in its methods, Garbacz bakes from a strong family 
tradition, and she includes tweaked versions of old favorites, such as her 
mom’s turtle cookies: cooked in a waffle iron and dolloped with peanut 
butter frosting. It’s truly a guide to sweets for all tastes and preferences.

An Almost Zero Waste Life

You probably think that a zero-waste life 
sounds appealing. You may also think it 
sounds exhausting to achieve. I’m with 
you on both counts, but after exploring 
the solutions offered by Megean Weldon 
in An Almost Zero Waste Life (Rock Point, 
$19.99, 9781631066580), I’m newly enthu-
siastic about my family’s ability to slash 
our trash. Weldon is practical in her guid-
ance, and she urges readers to use up their 
disposables before replacing them with 
sustainable alternatives. After that, small 
changes start to add up: Snip old T-shirts 

into rags, start composting and cook more homemade food. I especially 
like Weldon’s weekly menu examples, designed to cut vegetable waste, and 
her section on holidays, which includes a list of 101 zero-waste gift ideas.

See You at the Campground

Though See You at the Campground 
(Sourcebooks, $18.99, 9781492694656) was 
published earlier this spring, I think it de-
serves a shout-out now as we enter prime 
camping season. Parents and podcasters 
Stephanie and Jeremy Puglisi lay out the 
pros and cons of vacationing via tent, RV 
or cabin and are forthcoming about their 
missteps as they learned to navigate the 
great outdoors with their three sons. Now 
seasoned experts, they share packing 
lists, choice campgrounds, campfire grub, 
campground etiquette and advice for ex-

ploring national parks. Armed with this book, even the most avid camper 
will be better prepared for the next adventure with children in tow.

H About a Rogue
A marriage of convenience becomes 
more in About a Rogue (Avon, $7.99, 
9780062913623), the latest historical 
romance by Caroline Linden. As one 
of three men in line for a dukedom, 
Maximilian St. James is exhorted 
to rehabilitate his reputation. Max, 
wallet empty and ever the pragmatist, 
offers marriage to the elder daugh-
ter of a successful ceramics maker. 
But after his intended elopes with 
someone else, he ends up “I do”-ing 
with her younger sister, Bianca. 
Watching them go from cool com-
panions to passionate husband and 
wife is warmly satisfying. There is no 
hot flash of insta-lust or even the slow 

burn of banked longing. Instead, true regard grows naturally as Max and 
Bianca learn about each other through work, friends and shared interests.

Just a Heartbeat Away

Cara Bastone delivers a cozy and charming 
Brooklyn-set romance in Just a Heartbeat 
Away (HQN, $7.99, 9781335045379). After his 
wife’s death, Sebastian Dorner shifted his life 
to focus on his young son. While serving as 
lunch monitor at his son’s elementary school, 
he’s surprised by the sparks that fly between 
him and school counselor Via DeRosa. But 
she’s got a boyfriend, and Seb’s convinced 
their 15-year age gap is a deal breaker. 
However, the pair bumps into each other so 
often at school and in their shared neighbor-
hood that the attraction grows unstoppable. 
Bastone explores universal themes of grief, 

love and parenthood through Seb’s and Via’s relatable fears and hang-ups 
in this heartwarming story.

A Duke, the Lady, and a Baby

A secret group dedicated to helping ill- treated 
widows takes up the case of West Indian 
heiress Patience Jordan in A Duke, the Lady, 
and a Baby (Zebra, $15.95, 9781420152234) 
by Vanessa Riley. Patience is determined to 
reunite with her infant son and return to 
her island home. But the arrival of her son’s 
guardian, a heroic soldier and powerful duke 
named Busick Strathmore, means she must 
masquerade as the child’s nanny until she can 
secure their escape. Riley opens up the world 
of Regency romance by depicting a heroine 
whose society views her as the Other and 

pairing her with a powerful man whose war wounds now cause him to 
see himself differently. There’s wordplay and swordplay in this not-to-be-
missed romance, plus subtle love scenes that prove Patience and Busick’s 
mettle as helpmeets and lovers.

romance by christie ridgway

Christie Ridgway is a lifelong romance reader and a published romance  
novelist of over 60 books.

lifestyles by susannah felts

Susannah Felts is a Nashville-based writer and co-founder of  The Porch,  
a literary arts organization. She enjoys anything paper- or plant-related.
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Four thoughtful 
takes on #MeToo 
Pulitzer Prize-winning journalists 
Jodi Kantor and Megan Twohey 
deliver a watershed work of inves-
tigative journalism with She Said: 
Breaking the Sexual Harassment 
Story That Helped Ignite a Move-
ment (Penguin, $18, 9780525560364). 
The authors, who broke the Harvey 
Weinstein sexual assault story for 
the New York Times, have crafted an 
eye-opening look at how #MeToo 
took off, sharing details about how 

they located sources and per-
suaded them to talk about 
Weinstein.

In Chandler Baker’s novel, 
Whisper Network (Flatiron, 
$16.99, 9781250205360), Ro-
salita, Ardie, Grace and Sloane 
work under Ames, who is set 
to become CEO of Truviv, 
Inc. Ames has a reputation 
for making advances toward 
women, and his latest in- 
office transgression leaves the 

four co-workers determined to take action. Writing with humor and poise 
about a sensitive subject, Baker introduces complicated topics that will 
spark plenty of conversation and spins a suspenseful plot full of surprises 
that book clubs will enjoy unraveling.

Susan Choi’s novel Trust Exercise (Holt, $15.99, 9781250231260), which 
won the National Book Award in 2019, explores #MeToo concerns from the 
perspective 
of a group of 
students at a 
performing 
arts school 
who are ma-
nipulated by 
their elders, 
particularly 
their formi-
dable drama 
teacher, Mr. 
Kingsley. The novel is at once a beautifully executed coming-of-age story 
and an unflinching account of lost innocence and idealism. It’s sure to 
prompt deep discussions of gender and age dynamics, especially the 
power plays that occur between teens and those whom they idolize.

Catch and Kill: Lies, Spies, and a Conspiracy to Protect Predators (Back 
Bay, $18.99, 9780316486644) by Ronan Farrow is an electrifying account 
of the fall of convicted sex offender Harvey Weinstein and the difficulties 
Farrow faced in bringing the media mogul’s story to light. Farrow also looks 
at abuses of power by Donald Trump, Matt Lauer and other high-profile 
figures as he creates—and sustains—a mood of suspense throughout the 
narrative. From ethics questions related to journalism to issues of gender 
discrimination, the book offers numerous subjects for conversation.

A BookPage reviewer since 2003, Julie Hale recommends the best  
paperback books to spark discussion in your reading group.

More than two years after  
the #MeToo movement  
took off, writers have shaped  
the resulting conversation  
about sexual harassment  
and abuse into meaningful 
fiction and nonfiction. 

book clubs by julie hale

MRS. LINCOLN’S SISTERS
by Jennifer Chiaverini
The bestselling author of  

Mrs. Lincoln’s Dressmaker returns 

to her most famous heroine in this 

compelling story of love, loss, and 

sisterhood rich with history and 

suspense.

THE OYSTERVILLE SEWING CIRCLE
by  Susan Wiggs
“Stitched together with love, this is 

a story just waiting for your favorite 

reading chair.”
—LISA WINGATE, 
New York Times bestselling author

THE GOLDEN HOUR
by Beatriz Williams

“The Golden Hour is pure golden 

delight. Beatriz Williams is at the 

top of her game.”   
—KATE QUINN,

New York Times bestselling author

THE JOYCE GIRL
by Annabel Abbs

“A gripping and little-known 

story at the heart of one of the 20th 

century’s most astonishing creative 

moments.”
—EMMA DARWIN, 
bestselling author

t  @Morrow_PB   t @bookclubgirl 
f  William Morrow   I BookClubGirl

B O O K  C L U B  R E A D S
F O R  S P R I N G

B O O K  C L U B  R E A D S
F O R  S U M M E R
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H Dirt
Dir t: Adventures  in 
Lyon as a Chef in Train-
ing, Father, and Sleuth 
Looking for the Secret of 
French Cooking (Random 
House Audio, 17 hours), 
written and narrated by 
journalist Bill Buford, is a 
foodie’s fantasy. Wanting 
to immerse himself in 
French cooking, Buford 
moves his family from 
New York to France, where 
he finds a job at a bou-

langerie that makes the best bread he’s ever tasted (the secret is the fresh 
flour) before enrolling in a traditional cooking school, then working in a 
fine dining restaurant. All the while, his young sons are losing their taste 
for delivery pizza. Buford is the perfect narrator for his book, as he brings 
joy and curiosity to all he uncovers. He treats French cooking as a mystery 
to unravel, tracing its roots back hundreds of years and digging for clues 
in the margins of secondhand cookbooks. His true passion for food makes 
his descriptions a pleasure to hear, even when it’s a dish I wouldn’t touch 
with a 10-foot fork.

The Hilarious World of Depression

John Moe brings hope, humanity and candor 
to the taboo topic of depression in The Hi-
larious World of Depression (Macmillan 
Audio, 10 hours). On his podcast of the same 
name, he has conducted hours of interviews 
with actors, comedians and writers with this 
mental illness, including John Green, Aimee 
Mann and Andy Richter, and he mines these 
conversations to share what he has learned 

about depression. Moe also relates deeply personal stories of how depres-
sion has touched his own life. Having honed his skills over years in public 
radio and podcasting, Moe is a great narrator, finding humor in the topic 
but never making light of it. Add this one to the list of audiobooks that are 
even better than the books.

The Happy Ever After Playlist

As a new puppy parent, I was immediate-
ly hooked by the doggy meet-cute in Abby 
Jimenez’s The Happy Ever After Playlist 
(Hachette Audio, 9 hours). Sloan, a grieving 
artist and food blogger, and Jason, a rising 
rock star, are brought together when she 
finds his lost dog while he’s overseas. They 
bond over their love for the dog, and a flirty 
phone relationship blossoms into some-

thing more when he returns to Los Angeles. It takes Sloan a while to realize 
he’s the man behind the music, and the book has a lot of fun playing with 
the concept of celebrity. Their story is told from both perspectives, and 
narrators Erin Mallon and Zachary Webber do a good job capturing their 
voices. The interplay between the two narrators keeps things dynamic and 
brings readers closer to Sloan and Jason’s love story.

audio     by anna zeitlin

Anna Zeitlin is an art curator and hat maker who fills her hours  
with a steady stream of audiobooks.

READ BY THERESE PLUMMER
“The story’s message, that people  

should choose joy even (and especially)  
in difficult and painful times, seems 

 tailor-made for this moment.”

—Kirkus (starred review)

READ BY ELIZABETH EYRE 
“A powerful, beautifully crafted story 

 that ratchets up the tension...and 
 packs a huge emotional punch.”

—T.M. Logan, author of Lies

READ BY GROVER GARDNER
“Listening to Grover Gardner narrating  

a David Rosenfelt novel is like  
sliding into favorite slippers  

at the end of a long day.”

—AudioFile on Bark of Night

READ BY KATHLEEN MCINERNEY
“Narrator Kathleen McInerney returns 

as compassionate and determined Chief 
of Police Kate Burkholder.... McInerney 

shifts seamlessly between the many 
secondary characters, drawing in 

listeners as the plot unfolds.”

—AudioFile on A Gathering of Secrets

AVAILABLE FROM MACMILLAN AUDIO

READ BY THE AUTHOR
“I loved The Safe Place....  It was  
tense and atmospheric with the  

seemingly idyllic yet eerie setting.”

—Karen Hamilton, author of  
The Perfect Girlfriend

 Splash
THESE NEW AUDIOBOOKS 
MAKE A
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Each month, BookPage staff share special reading lists—our personal favorites, old and new. 

the hold list 

Crimes we can’t help but admire
Generally we’re a law-abiding group, we promise. But something about Private Eye July makes us revel in bad behavior.  
These are some of our favorite crimes and criminals in literature.

Heresy

An all-female gang of 
Robin Hood-style outlaws 
in the Old West, robbing 
stagecoaches and seeking 
revenge on horseback? I’m 
in my boots and already 
out the door. In Melissa 
Lenhardt’s novel, the first 
daylight bank robbery in 
Colorado was not by Butch 
Cassidy in 1889, by rather 
by Margaret Parker and 
her Parker Gang in 1873. 
The women on Margaret’s 
ranch just want to make 
a home and care for their 
horses. But men, furious 
at their success, destroy 
everything, so the women 
take up a life of crime. 
They capitalize on being 
underestimated and then 
take what they want, only 
to use the ill- gotten gains 
to support their ranch and 
town. As far as reckless, 
unrepentant outlaws go, 
Margaret is one of my fa-
vorites, making the most 
of a lawless West and then 
distributing the wealth to 
those who need it most. 
If  you loved Netflix’s 
“Godless,” then this femi-
nist Western is for you.

—Cat, Deputy Editor

From the Mixed-Up 
Files of Mrs. Basil E. 
Frankweiler 

When it comes to trespass-
ing, Claudia and Jamie 
Kincaid really know how 
to make a crime count. 
Twelve-year-old Claudia 
wants to run away from 
home, but she knows she 
doesn’t have what it takes 
to make it in the wide 
world, with all its bugs and 
sun and other trifles. So 
she devises a plan to dis-
appear in style, by sneak-
ing into the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in New 
York City and living there 
with her younger brother 
until further notice. When 
I read this renowned 
middle grade novel for 
the first time (at age 31), 
I immediately related to 
Claudia’s poised practical-
ity and fussy tastes. Why 
even bother breaking the 
law unless you’ll get to 
bathe in a marble fountain 
and sleep in an elaborate 
canopy bed? No matter 
your age, this childhood 
classic is sure to break and 
enter into your heart.
—Christy, Associate Editor

The Thief

I love a good con. Strictly 
speaking, the events that 
unfold in Megan Whalen 
Turner’s series opener, The 
Thief, are more of a con-
heist hybrid, as Gen steals 
the king’s signet ring, gets 
caught when he boasts of 
having done so, is thrown 
in prison and is freed only 
under the condition that 
he steal something even 
more valuable on behalf 
of the king. But Gen has 
as much in common with 
successful con artists as 
he does with successful 
thieves. He’s patient and 
highly skilled at playing 
a very long game. He un-
derstands the power of 
misdirection, turning the 
expectations of others to 
his advantage repeated-
ly. The Thief’s best con, 
however, is on the reader, 
as Turner gradually reveals 
that nothing and no one 
in her story are what they 
seem. The first time I read 
it, I was, as they say, a total 
mark. It was the most en-
joyable deception I’d ever 
experienced.

—Stephanie, Associate 
Editor

The Feather Thief

It’s easy to think of theft as 
a victimless crime: Items 
of financial value usually 
belong to people who can 
afford to part with them. 
But in The Feather Thief, 
Kirk Wallace Johnson 
writes about a real-life 
theft with an impact far 
beyond the financial. In 
2009, Edwin Rist broke 
into a London museum to 
steal the skins of 299 rare 
birds. By the time Rist was 
arrested, more than half of 
the skins had been sold or 
stripped of their valuable 
feathers. Johnson’s quest 
to discover why leads him 
to a network of Victorian 
salmon fly-tying fanatics 
who’ll pay to pursue their 
esoteric hobby, as well as 
through the history of the 
birds, many of which were 
painstakingly preserved 
for 150 years before their 
ignominious end. A good 
crime story says something 
about the world: What do 
we value? What is worth 
protecting? Rist’s crime is 
a perfect, if heartbreak-
ing, one, because of the 
answers Johnson finds.

—Trisha, Publisher

An Unnatural Vice

In K.J. Charles’ atmospher-
ic Victorian romance, 
Justin Lazarus swindles his 
trusting clients out of their 
money by pretending to be 
a spiritualist. And while, 
yes, that frequently means 
taking advantage of peo-
ple’s grief, it’s hard not to 
root for him given the des-
perate poverty of his back-
ground and the relative 
prosperity of his targets, 
not to mention his habit 
of taking in stray orphans, 
whom he in no way cares 
for, by the way—why on 
earth would you suggest 
such a thing? Justin’s love 
interest, idealistic journal-
ist Nathaniel Roy, admits, 
in spite of himself, that 
to actually make people 
believe you can talk to 
the dead takes nerves of 
steel and a keen insight 
into human psychology. 
Charles puts readers in the 
same thrilling, uncomfort-
able place as Nathaniel: 
You know that what Justin 
is doing is wrong, but you 
also want to keep watch-
ing him do it.

—Savanna, Associate 
Editor
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Riley Sager’s childhood home was not an architectural delight. Rather, 
he says in a call from his current New Jersey home, “I grew up in Pennsyl-
vania in a boring ranch house. I longed to live in a house that was exciting 
in some way. I would’ve settled for a second floor! That’s probably why 
I think haunted houses and buildings with history are cool: childhood 
boredom.”

The bestselling author of three previous thrillers (he is perhaps best 
known for 2017’s Final Girls) says the classic horror story The Amityville 
Horror served as inspiration for his new book, Home Before Dark—but 
he didn’t think the suburban Long Island setting of that iconic tale would 
provide the right “aura of creepiness” for his haunted Victorian manor. 
So he set his supernatural story in a remote area of Vermont, in a small 
town with beautiful woodlands that become decidedly more threatening 
under the dark of night.

This turns out to be the least of protagonist Maggie 
Holt’s problems when she sets out to renovate Bane-
berry Hall. She inherited the home from her father, 
who wrote about the horrors that he and his family 
experienced there 25 years ago in a hugely successful 
memoir. After just 20 days in the gothic fixer-upper, 
they abandoned their attempts to downplay and 
then deal with increasingly terrifying ghostly go-
ings-on. They fled in the middle of the night, leaving 
all their possessions behind.

Her father’s book and the fame and notoriety it en-
gendered have embarrassed Maggie her entire life; 
she was just 5 when the family made their escape, and 
she doesn’t remember the events her dad describes. 
In fact, she thinks her parents made the whole thing 
up, so it seems perfectly safe to stay in the house 
while she revamps and sells it, in service of releasing 

herself from it (and the hurt she 
feels at her parents’ lying to her).

Maggie muses, “I believe sci-
ence, which has concluded that 

when we die, we die. Our souls 
don’t stay behind, lingering like 

stray cats until someone notices 
us. . . . We don’t haunt.” So what if 

she’s long been bedeviled by night-
mares about the threatening figures of 
Mr. Shadow and Miss Pennyface?

Readers will be delighted to discover 
that they are not only able to immerse them-

selves in Maggie’s story (which ultimately 
transforms into something far more dramatic 
and frightening than she could’ve anticipated), 

but they also get to read what her father wrote 
in his book—a deliciously frightening story well told, 
even if it might not be true.

After all, Sager notes, “I don’t believe in ghosts, yet 
the thought of them is very, very frightening to me. 
That’s what I was aiming for with this book: coming 
from a place of skepticism, yet also being scared at 
the same time.”

For Sager, crafting the book-within-a-book was 
one of the most rewarding aspects of writing Home 
Before Dark. “It was really interesting to do the back-
and-forth,” he says. “Maggie and her father were sort 
of in a dialogue with each other, almost comparing 
and contrasting their recollections with each other, 
like a fun-house mirror. . . . It was fascinating to 
come up with ways to do that, and have her father’s 

book be the unreliable narrator, in a sense.”
As Maggie’s days in the house tick by, readers will indeed begin to 

wonder which narrator is telling the truth—or if anyone is. To add to the 
mystery, the neighbors, many of whom were there 25 years ago, are by 
turns friendly and angry, inquisitive and brusque. Might they be hiding 
something, too? Soon Maggie begins to experience disorienting flashes 
of memory, but she’s unsure if they’re real or just imprinted on her con-
sciousness after years of hearing about Baneberry Hall’s generations of 
pain and sorrow.

Like her parents before her, Maggie finds that her stress is amplified 
by her reluctance to leave the house, because of both her skepticism and 
her desire to sell the place. That’s in keeping with a theme that’s been 
woven through Sager’s work thus far: the ways in which dire financial 
straits can constrain people’s choices and well-being. His characters often 

Riley Sager crafts a literary hall of mirrors  

in his latest terrifying novel.

ALL THEALL THE

interview |  riley sager



9

Tomes of terror
These disturbing tales will keep readers  

up late—with the lights on.

Horror fans are in for a satis-
fyingly spooky July with two new 
novels guaranteed to get under the 
skin.

In Zoje Stage’s sublimely sus-
penseful Wonderland (Mulhol-
land, $28, 9780316458498), omi-
nous forces are at 
work in the Adiron-
dack woods. After 
years of hectic urban 
life, former ballet 
dancer Orla and her 
husband, Shaw, give 
up their cramped 
New York City co-op 
and relocate up-
state. With their 
9-year-old daughter, 
Eleanor Queen, and 
4-year-old son, 
Tycho, they move 
into a spacious old 
farmhouse set on six 
acres of wilderness. 

From the start, 
Orla senses that 
something is off 
about their new 
home. Instances of 
weird, oppressive 
weather, including 
a surprise blizzard 
and strange move-
ments in the trees, 
keep her on edge. 
When an invisible 
presence seems to 
be reaching out to 
Eleanor Queen, it 
becomes clear that 
the surrounding forest harbors a 
world of supernatural terror. After 
a tragic accident occurs, Orla alone 
must face up to the strange powers 
she senses all around them. 

Stage, whose 2018 debut novel, 
Baby Teeth, garnered widespread 
praise, is a literary horror writer 
on the rise. Her refined prose and 
knack for emphasizing small but 
disquieting details make Wonder-
land a standout summer suspense 
selection. Reader be warned: The 
woods will never look the same 
once you read Stage’s latest.

Paul Tremblay pushes a pan-

demic plotline to horrifying new 
heights in Survivor Song (William 
Morrow, $27.99, 9780062679161). 
Set in Massachusetts, this spookily 
prescient thriller features a new 
strain of rabies that’s infecting the 
human population. Those who 

catch the highly 
contagious disease 
go mad, attack 
others and die. 

In Boston, pe-
diatrician Ramola 
Sherman is con-
tacted by her preg-
nant friend Natalie, 
whose husband was 
killed by a virus- 
infected neighbor. 
That neighbor also 
attacked Natalie, 
and if she doesn’t 
get a rabies shot 
soon, she will 
succumb to the 
malady. Together, 
Ramola and Natalie 
set out in search 
of help. But hospi-
tals are overrun by 
infected patients, 
and curfew mea-
sures have been 
put in place across 
the state. As the 
two women press 
on, they encounter 
armed mobs and 
demented victims 
of the disease.

This propulsive 
tale of contagion finds Tremblay, 
bestselling author of The Cabin at 
the End of the World, in top form. 
He offers a poignant central char-
acter in Natalie, who, as she fights 
to survive, records voice messages 
for her unborn child. Survivor 
Song is a horror narrative of the 
highest order, and much of it feels 
eerily real in light of the COVID-19 
crisis. “We’ve been quarantined. 
Nice knowing everybody,” writes 
a Facebook user in the novel. Can 
Paul Tremblay predict the future? 
Let’s hope not.

—Julie Hale 

feature | horror

make decisions they hope will give them a monetary boost with, shall we 
say, mixed results.

“It does make plotting things easier when there’s desperation involved,” 
he says. “For example, Maggie’s family felt they couldn’t leave Baneberry 
Hall because they didn’t have money to buy a new house,” thus making 
them less likely to immediately run screaming into the night like people 
with more money could and would have.

“That’s one thing I think genre books are able to do very well: address 
important issues while still en-
tertaining,” Sager says, adding 
that the financial insecurities 
of his characters come from 
his own experience. “Five 
years ago, I was laid off from 
my job [at a newspaper] and 
had a year of unemployment. 
During that year, I wrote Final 
Girls. So something great came 
out of it, but it was just this 
year of constant worry. I knew 
that if I put on the page how I 
felt at that time, a lot of people 
would be like, I hear you, I’ve 
been there.”

Sager explains that it’s im-
portant for him “to put my 
concerns and thoughts into 
these books, a bit of myself. 
A lot of times in genre fic-
tion, the characters are just 
wealthy. It doesn’t say how, 
they’re all just wealthy. . . . I like to 
put a little bit of realism in.”

Another element that’s become a Sager sig-
nature is his female protagonists. He says that 
writing women characters “started by happy ac-
cident through my first book, Final Girls, because 
the trope in horror movies is final girls. If it had 
been final boys, it would’ve been a very different 
book, and probably a very different career.”

It’s crucial that, in Sager’s books, there isn’t much talk of female char-
acters’ clothing, makeup, physicality, etc. Instead, the focus is on what 
they’re thinking and experiencing—which is by design. “I think about 
what makes this person tick, not what makes this woman tick,” he says.

Thus, having half of Home Before Dark “be from a man’s point of view 
was kind of worrisome to me. In my other three books, there’s a first-
person female present-tense narrative,” he says. “To throw this male past-
tense narrative in the mix . . . how much should be Maggie’s, and how 
much should be her father’s? It was definitely a challenge.”

What hasn’t been so difficult, he says, is diving into a whole new set of 
characters and storylines with each new book. “It’s not easier than writing 
a series,” he says, which he did under his real name, Todd Ritter, before he 
adopted the Riley Sager nom de plume, “but it’s better for what I’m trying 
to do: create a little world in each book. It’s fun to not be tied down to one 
set of characters, or one style.”

Ultimately, Sager says, “I’m fully cognizant how darn lucky I am [that] 
this is my full-time job. I don’t work in a coal mine; my job is to sit here 
and try and scare people.”

Fortunately for Sager fans, there’s no rest for the spooky. Once readers 
have recovered from the goings-on at Baneberry Hall, they can keep an 
eye out for his next book, a story that goes in a “completely different di-
rection from Home Before Dark.”

—Linda M. Castellitto

Home Before Dark
Dutton, $27

9781524745172

Thriller
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H The Girl From Widow Hills
Killer line: “My head swam in a sudden rush of un-
derstanding. I moved the branches of the bushes 
aside to be sure: the shape of a torso; arms; the 
back of a head.”

Arden Maynor was sleepwalking when a flash 
flood swept her away. The country breathed a 
sigh of relief when the 6-year-old was found—
and on every anniversary of that day, the media’s 
spotlight has returned to Arden and her mother. 
In Megan Miranda’s The Girl From Widow Hills 
(Simon & Schuster, $26.99, 9781501165429), we 
get to know the Arden of two decades later. Now 
26, she goes by Olivia Wells and lives in North 
Carolina. She’s beginning to feel secure in her 
life’s rhythms, but one horrible night, she sleep-
walks and awakens with a bloodied body at her 
feet. Is the looming 20th anniversary stirring up 
tamped-down trauma? Or is someone from the 
past trying to torment her anew? Step by sus-
penseful step, Miranda lays a path for readers 
to follow as Olivia tries to separate dreams and 
reality, fear and fact, with a tenacious local de-
tective not far behind. The Girl From Widow 
Hills is a creepy, compelling portrait of a life 
forever warped by unwanted fame—a timely 
theme in this era of internet celebrity and the 
fall from grace that often follows.

—Linda M. Castellitto

The Mountains Wild
Killer line: “When I turned around, I could no lon-
ger see the road. We were all alone in the woods.”

Sarah Stewart Taylor’s simmering The Moun-

tains Wild (Minotaur, $27.99, 9781250256430) 
is the first entry in a new series featuring homi-
cide detective Maggie D’arcy. A divorced mother 
living on Long Island, New York, Maggie felt 
called to become a detective after her cousin, 
Erin, vanished in the woods of Wicklow, Ireland, 
in the 1990s. At the age of 23, Maggie traveled 
there to look for Erin, but neither she nor the 
Irish Guards, the national police, could locate 
her. After Erin’s scarf is found by investigators 
searching for a different woman, Maggie returns 
to Ireland to do some sleuthing, reentering a 
maze of painful memories. Taylor moves nimbly 
through the decades, flashing back to Maggie’s 
earlier trip to Ireland and providing glimpses of 
her friendship with Erin. Featuring a memorable 
cast that includes cheeky Irish Guards, sinister 
suspects and a not-to-be-messed-with female 
lead, The Mountains Wild makes for perfect 
summer reading. Maggie is a first-class protag-
onist—an ace investigator and appealing every-
woman with smarts and heart. Suspense fans are 
sure to welcome her to the crime scene.

—Julie Hale

Out of Time
For fans of: Thrillers by David Baldacci or James 
Patterson and ripping through the pages of a 
good FBI search.

Author and screenwriter David Klass turns 
the serial killer mythos on its head in his 
new novel,  Out of Time  (Dutton, $27, 
9781524746162), in which the killer is intent 
on saving humankind through his inconceiv-
able deeds. The Green Man, so dubbed by the 

media and the FBI pursuing him, doesn’t kill 
for the sake of some insatiable, perverse sexual 
desire but out of an acute calling to save the 
environment. His terrorist acts are meant to 
call attention to climate change and heighten 
awareness of its adverse effects. But FBI data 
analyst Tom Smith—not exactly a memorable 
name, he admits, adding, “I didn’t choose it”—
and a task force of 300 FBI agents only see a 
killer who must be stopped. So begins a fast-
paced game of cat and mouse as Smith zeros 
in on the Green Man’s identity and tries to stop 
him before more lives are lost. Klass writes 
with terse, straightforward prose, alternating 
between Smith’s and the Green Man’s points 
of view to allow readers a close-up perspective 
of each character’s motivations and desires. 
The fun is in the thrill of the chase, and in that 
respect Klass delivers.

—G. Robert Frazier

H The Mist
Killer line: “ ‘Oh, the nights here are something 
else,’ Erla said quietly. . . . ‘I hope you’re not afraid 
of the dark.’ ”

The Mist (Minotaur, $27.99, 9781250768117) 
is the third and final book in Ragnar Jónas-
son’s electrifying Hidden Iceland series. These 
labyrinthine murder mysteries, set against 
the bleak backdrop of Iceland, feature Hulda 
Hermannsdóttir, detective inspector with 
the Reykjavík Police Department. It’s Christ-
mas in 1987, and Erla and Einar Einarsson 
are preparing for the holiday. In their region 
of Iceland, winter days don’t begin to bright-

feature | private eye july

The phrase “summer thriller” tends to conjure up a specific sort of book, but our favorites 
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en until 11 a.m., brutal blizzards are a regular 
occurrence, and skiing is easier than walking 
or driving. In the midst of a pummeling snow-
storm, a stranger named Leó shows up at the 
farm looking for shelter. Leó claims to have 
gotten lost during a hunting trip with friends, 
but Erla doesn’t believe his story. She’s fright-
ened of him from the start, and her fears 
worsen after the electricity goes out, leaving 
the farmhouse in darkness. Two months later, 
Hulda is asked to look into a pair of murders 
that occurred at the farm. Jónasson turns up 
the tension to a nearly unendurable degree as 
the novel unfolds. His complete design isn’t re-
vealed until late in the book, when the story’s 
multiple threads coalesce in a surprising con-
clusion. Masterfully plotted and paced, The 
Mist is atmospheric, haunting and not for the 
faint of heart.

—Julie Hale 

A Royal Affair
For fans of: Keeping calm and carrying on, drink-
ing tea with a bit of fortification and maintaining 
a stiff upper lip until such time as a therapist can 
be seen.

In their second adventure, Iris Sparks and 
Gwendolyn Bainbridge would like nothing 
more than to get back to running their busi-
ness, The Right Sort Marriage Bureau. But in 
Allison Montclair’s A Royal Affair (Minotaur, 
$26.99, 9781250178398), their reputation as 
crime fighters precedes them, so in addition 
to pairing off various lonely hearts, they’re 
also working for Lady Matheson, who herself 

works for the queen. Discretion is required as 
Gwen and Iris search for a cache of letters that 
could derail Princess Elizabeth’s engagement, 
and they quickly realize this is information 
that people will kill for. The balance Montclair 
strikes between humor and hard truths is ar-
resting. Postwar England has raucous parties 
and a lot of can-do spirit, but the entire nation 
is still reeling—and rationing, for that matter. 
(Can a birthday party be any fun if the cake has 
“tooth powder frosting”?) Have faith, though: 
There’s not much that can stop this pair, and 
the climactic scene laying out the whodun-
it (and why) is like a maraschino cherry in a 
complex cocktail. Here’s to the return of these 
formidable women, and to many more chances 
to enjoy their company.

—Heather Seggel

H The Distant Dead
Killer line: “It takes longer than you might think, 
for a man to burn.”

The small town of Lovelock, Nevada, is nestled 
in brush-dotted hills that crouch under un-
ending blue sky—an eerie desert landscape 
that sets a tone of creeping dread in Heather 
Young’s The Distant Dead (William Morrow, 
$27.99, 9780062690814). Sixth grader Sal Pren-
tiss goes to the fire station to report that he’s 
found a burned body while, in another part of 
town, social studies teacher Nora Wheaton is 
wondering why her colleague Adam Merkel 
hasn’t shown up to work. He’s a math teacher, 
and it’s Pi Day; surely he wouldn’t miss the 
opportunity to have math- centric fun with 

his class? No one else seems very concerned, 
as the enigmatic Adam has always kept to 
himself and doesn’t engage in gossip, but Nora 
can’t shake the feeling that something’s wrong. 
Alas, her instincts are validated when she 
learns that Adam is the victim Sal found. Young 
takes the reader back and forth in time as she 
unfurls the characters’ relationships and life 
paths, with all their secrets and hopes and 
disappointments. The suspense is slow and 
steady in this meditative, artistic take on the 
murder mystery. Young’s language is poetic, 
and her contemplation of the corrosiveness of 
suppressed emotion is both sympathetic and 
impatient in this unusual, compelling portrait 
of a people and a place.

—Linda M. Castellitto

Blacktop Wasteland
For fans of: Bullitt, The Fast and the Furious and 
gritty Elmore Leonard-style noir.

Beauregard “Bug” Montage thought he was 
out—out of the rackets and the crimes that 
dominated his early life. He opened his own 
garage, settled down with a loving wife and had 
several children. But the past and the demands 
of the present have a way of catching up with 
people. In Bug’s case, mounting expenses leave 
him with nowhere else to turn. So, when an old 
associate, Ronnie, approaches him about a job 
that could set everything right, Bug reluctantly 
agrees. Author S.A. Cosby quickly establishes 
Bug’s financial burdens and emotional dilemma 
in his new novel, Blacktop Wasteland (Flatiron, 
$26.99, 9781250252685), and never lets up on 

the gas. The result is a high- octane, 
white- knuckle thriller that will 
have readers whipping through the 
pages at breakneck speed. Needless 
to say, not everything goes to plan. 
Bug and Ronnie’s “simple” heist of 
a jewelry store goes horribly awry 
in more ways than one. Bug’s skills 
as a wheelman—and the Plym-
outh Duster he inherited from his 
father—enable him and his crew to 
get away with their lives, but it’s not 
enough to keep greed, betrayal and 
vengeance from closing in at every 
turn. Cosby’s tightfisted prose fuels 
this story with heart-pumping (and 
often brutal) action that begs to be 
adapted for the big screen but never 
loses its compassionate edge.

—G. Robert Frazier

feature | private eye july

for the season run the gamut from meditative mysteries to relentless page turners.
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Once You Go This Far

At first glance, Columbus, Ohio, doesn’t seem a likely candidate for 
the epicenter of private investigations, but there are certainly enough 
cases to keep PI Roxane Weary busy, as evidenced by Kristen Lepion-
ka’s fourth novel about her, Once You Go This Far (Minotaur, $26.99, 
9781250309372). The book starts with what appears to be an accident: 
A woman suffers an unfortunate, fatal fall from a park trail, and Roxane 
discovers the body during a morning hike. The daughter of the deceased 
woman thinks it was no accident and strongly suspects the victim’s 
ex-husband of having given his ex-wife the heave-ho in more ways than 
one. And who better to investigate than Roxane Weary, PI? It doesn’t take 
her long to find out that the ex is a real piece of work (not my first choice 
of descriptors, but hey, this is a family publication). That doesn’t neces-
sarily make him a killer, however. Further muddying the waters is the 

victim’s connection to a cultish church, or perhaps a churchish cult, which in either case is a clear and 
present danger to both the resolution of the case and perhaps the safety of anyone who gets a bit too 
close to the group’s secrets. Read this one and see if it doesn’t send you scurrying in search of the previous 
three books in Lepionka’s series.

The Shadows

The Shadows (Celadon, $26.99, 9781250318039) is the second in a series 
by British author Alex North, set in the small (and fictional) English town 
of Featherbank, which was rocked by a bloody murder 25 years back and 
is now the scene of what may well be a copycat killing. Or worse, perhaps 
the new homicide marks the return of the original killer, who was never 
apprehended nor, for that matter, conclusively identified (although there 
was little doubt in anyone’s mind as to who the responsible party was). Paul 
Adams was friends with both the key suspect, Charlie Crabtree, and the 
killer’s victim. He has just made his way back to Featherbank to take care 
of his ailing mother, whom he has not seen in the intervening years. Al-
though she is suffering from dementia, Paul’s mother is clearly frightened 
out of her wits about something, and her fear quickly becomes contagious. 
There are elements of the supernatural, or at least the not conventional-
ly explainable, in the book, but more in the manner of John Connolly or 

T. Jefferson Parker than of, say, Stephen King. But it’s still probably not a good idea for late-night reading 
in a house with creaky doors. . . .

A Dangerous Breed
When Van Shaw receives a reunion invitation addressed to his dead 
mother, he hardly realizes it will be his stepping-off point to a whole new 
existence. Glen Erik Hamilton’s critically acclaimed suspense series returns 
with A Dangerous Breed (William Morrow, $27.99, 9780062978516). Van’s 
mother, Moira, lived a short but troubled life, leaving her young son to be 
raised by his stern yet criminally inclined grandfather. This upbringing put 
young Van in touch with some decidedly unsavory characters, a number 
of whom he nowadays counts as his closest friends. While doing a bit of 
sleuthing into his mom’s past, he stumbles onto information that hints 
at his father’s identity; it seems he could be a man well known in crime 
circles as someone not to be trifled with. Meanwhile, courtesy of one of his 
ne’er-do-well friends, Van is drawn into an extortion scheme that leaves 
him forced to choose between committing an act of domestic terrorism 
or watching several of his closest friends die slow and agonizing deaths. In 

best mystery fashion, nothing is quite what it seems, and as our hero begins to make some connections, 
he gets closer to an understanding that will place him directly in the crosshairs. If you’re a Jack Reacher 
fan, you’ll love Van Shaw. 

Bruce Tierney lives outside Chiang Mai, Thailand, where he bicycles through the rice paddies daily
 and reviews the best in mystery and suspense every month.

whodunit  by bruce tierney

H The Delightful Life of 
a Suicide Pilot
The latest Dr. Siri book by Colin Cotter-
ill, The Delightful Life of a Suicide Pilot 
(Soho Crime, $27.95, 9781641291774), 
is the last in a quirky, fiendishly clever 
series that has long been one of my abso-
lute favorites. It’s 1981, and Siri Paiboun, 
the former national coroner of Laos, has 
received a mysterious gift: the diary of a 
Japanese kamikaze pilot who was sta-
tioned with occupation forces in Laos 
during World War II. The diary is fasci-
nating for many reasons, not least of 
which is the officer’s evident descent into 
madness as the journal unfolds. Written 
half in Lao and half in Japanese, the diary 
ends abruptly and is missing a half- dozen 
pages—pages that may hold the key to 
the location of a gold fortune that mys-
teriously went AWOL as the Japanese 
beat their retreat from Southeast Asia. 
Furthering the intrigue, the notebook’s 
anonymous donor attached a note: “Dr. 
Siri, we need your help most urgently.” 
Although Siri, at his advanced age, is rel-
atively unmotivated by hidden treasure, 
he and his wife, Madame Daeng, cannot 
resist a good mystery. And folks, neither 
can I. If this is indeed the final volume of 
the Siri series, he and Cotterill leave it on 
a high note. You cannot ask for more out 
of life than that.

Sign up for our mystery newsletter at BookPage.com/enews.
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H The Last Curtain 
Call
Juliet Blackwell’s refreshing The 
Last Curtain Call (Berkley, $7.99, 
9780593097939) continues her 
Haunted Home Renovation series 
with a twist: Mel Turner is dealing 
with a ghost in the attic of the house 
she’s remodeling, and the spirit may 
be connected to her current work 
project, a remodel of the beautiful 
Crockett Theatre. On top of that, 
Mel must negotiate with a group 
of squatters occupying the theater, 
some eccentric historical preserva-
tionists and a faceless consortium 
steering the project, rich folk who 

smack of gentrification. Details of the San Francisco Bay Area make for 
a series of sensory delights, and a trip to a Fremont museum illuminates 
Northern California’s connection to Hollywood in the silent movie era.

Booked for Death

Charlotte Reed is starting life over. The young 
widow left her teaching career to take over 
her great-aunt’s North Carolina bed-and- 
breakfast, and she’s keeping its literary theme 
and events afloat, complete with menus 
drawn from classic novels. A rare book dealer 
who’s staying at the B&B manages to rub ev-
eryone the wrong way and is soon found dead. 
Booked for Death (Crooked Lane, $26.99, 
9781643853079) has local color and a sizable 
suspect list but still makes time to talk about 
grief, family secrets and the limits of an in-
tuitive hunch versus actual detective work. 

Author Victoria Gilbert combines a whodunit setup with Southern hospi-
tality, which makes for smiles full of very sharp teeth and characters we’re 
glad to meet—but can’t turn our backs on.

A Deadly Inside Scoop

A freak storm hits Chagrin Falls, Ohio, but 
Bronwyn “Win” Crewse is committed to 
making handmade scoops of her grand-
mother’s finest recipes for her family’s ice 
cream shop. Then she discovers a body in 
the snow. Author Abby Collette fills series 
starter A Deadly Inside Scoop (Berkley, $16, 
9780593099667) with details about Chagrin 
Falls, Crewse Creamery and Win’s family and 
friends. Were this not a story about murder, 
it could almost be a “Gilmore Girls” reboot. 
Police may be inclined to suspect Win’s dad 
because he’s African American. She must clear 

his name without drawing further attention to the family, all while keeping 
her fledgling business afloat. This balancing act keeps suspense high 
throughout, so readers will appreciate the sprinkles of silliness all the more.

cozies by heather seggel 

Heather Seggel is a longtime bookseller, reviewer and occasional 
library technician in Ukiah, California.

KENSINGTONCOZIES.COM Available Everywhere Books Are Sold

Follow the  
Clues to Find

Your New
Favorite  
Series!

Join our Cozy Card loyalty program! Booksellers & librarians visit: 
bit.ly/CozyCardIndustry; readers visit: bit.ly/CozyCardReaders

The Chloe Jackson,  

Sea Glass Saloon Mystery Series

A perfect cocktail of murder,  

mystery, and romance.

  The Scottish Shire Mystery Series

A knitting enthusiast must  unravel a mystery in  her Scottish seaside town.

  

“Zippy and fun, with  

an otherworldly hook.”

—KIRKUS REVIEWS

  The Paint & Shine Mystery Series

“Charming…cozy fans will make 
room on their keeper shelves.”—ELLERY ADAMS

  The Catering Hall Mystery Series

“A laugh-out-loud whodunit!”—WOMAN’S WORLD, BOOK CLUB PICK
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Private 
Investigations

When we talk about mystery 
in the book world, we gen-
erally mean a crime novel 
wherein a murder is commit-
ted and a sleuth, professional 
or amateur, figures out who 
done it. There are subgenres, 
of course—thrillers, cozies, 
police procedurals, even the 
occasional caper where no 
murder occurs. Yet the word 
mystery has much broader 
meaning outside publishing: a 
puzzle, a secret, an enigma or 
something unexplainable.

These latter definitions spur 
the 20 essays by contemporary 

crime fiction writers in Private Investigations (Seal, $28, 9781580059213), 
edited by Victoria Zackheim. The contributors’ assignment was to con-
template mysteries from their own lives. Some rise to the challenge with 
startling revelations; others take a safer route and explore why they write 
what they write. All engage and entertain as they share personal aspects 
of their lives.

The most compelling essays are those in which writers come clean 
about some very dark moments in their pasts. Steph Cha recalls a man 
who lurked in an alley and made 
lewd suggestions outside her 
apartment window, an incident 
that underscores the dangers 
women face every day. Sulari 
Gentill recounts discovering an 
uncle she never knew, locked 
away in an institution in Sri 
Lanka. Domestic disturbances 
also play out in William Kent 
Krueger’s poignant account of 
his mother’s experience with 
mental illness and Lynn Cahoon’s true tale of deception by a man who was 
nothing he claimed to be. The supernatural is met with some skepticism 
(and also some grudging acceptance) as Kristen Lepionka is haunted by 
a ghost and Hallie Ephron reluctantly attends a seance.

The human body is a great mystery, of course, and illness is at the center 
of essays by Connie May Fowler and Caroline Leavitt. What Rhys Bowen 
calls “The Long Shadow of War” also hangs over essays by Jacqueline Win-
spear and Charles Todd, who often use the backdrop of the world wars in 
their work. Of the essays that trace the impetus of their authors’ work, one 
of the most interesting is Martin Limón’s “The Land of the Morning Calm” 
about his love affair with Korea and its culture, which began when he was 
a U.S. soldier stationed there. Cara Black’s equally encompassing passion 
for Paris began, she tells us, by reading the Maigret novels of Georges Si-
menon. Like Robert Dugoni, Anne Perry writes about the “magic” of the 
writing process—although I, for one, not-too-secretly hoped for an ac-
count of her own murder conviction when she was a teenager, a shadowy 
incident she has never fully addressed.

At turns inspiring, informative and unsettling, Private Investigations 
will be savored by these writers’ many fans.

Robert Weibezahl is a publishing industry veteran, playwright and novelist.  
Each month, he takes an in-depth look at a recent book of literary significance.

Twenty contemporary 
crime writers leave 
fiction behind with 

essays revealing 
unsolvable riddles  

from their own lives.

well read by robert weibezahl

Case notes
New books explore the traditions and tropes 

of the mystery genre.

With its numerous subclas-
sifications—police procedural, 
whodunit, historical thriller—the 
mystery genre is an exceptionally 
addictive field of fiction. Two new 
titles investigate the category’s 
long-lasting allure.

At the heart of many an 
American whodunit stands the 
brooding, solitary private eye. 
You know the type: 
wears a trenchcoat 
and a hat, handy 
with a gun and 
quick with a quip, 
has nerves of steel 
and a heart of gold. 
How did this now-
classic character 
come to rule the 
crime scene? Su-
sanna Lee sheds 
light on the mystery 
with Detectives 
in the Shadows: A 
Hard-Boiled His-
tory ( Johns Hop-
kins University, $27, 
9781421437095).

Lee, an author 
and scholar, traces 
the character’s or-
igins back to the 
1920s, when crime 
was escalating in 
the United States 
thanks to Prohi-
bition and the 
country needed 
a champion. The 
first iteration of 
the f igure—an 
action hero-cum- 
gumshoe named 
Terry Mack—appeared in Black 
Mask magazine in 1923, in a story 
by Carroll John Daly.

Over the course of the book, Lee 
shows how current events and po-
litical forces shaped portrayals of 
the PI on page and screen, from 
Dashiell Hammett’s Sam Spade, 
a street-smart sophisticate, to 
Mickey Spillane’s Mike Hammer, 
a trigger-happy veteran of World 
War II. Lee’s lively, perceptive anal-
ysis spans nearly a century. It’s a 

revealing critique of a pop culture 
icon and required reading for mys-
tery buffs.

Compared to America’s gritty 
cities, the well-ordered nations of 
northern Europe hardly seem like 
fertile ground for crime fiction. 
Yet manifold mystery series have 
issued from the area, and fans 
can’t seem to get enough. Critic 

Wendy Lesser 
parses the appeal 
of the region’s 
thrillers in Scan-
dinavian Noir: In 
Pursuit of a Mys-
tery (FSG, $27, 
9780374216979).

A longtime en-
thusiast of the 
genre and a stylish 
writer in her own 
right, Lesser de-
livers a detailed 
overview of no-
table authors, past 
and present, from 
Sweden, Norway 
and Denmark 
( Jo Nesbø, Hen-
ning Mankell, Maj 
Sjöwall and Per 
Wahlöö—the list 
goes on). She also 
looks at local cul-
tural factors like 
art, bureaucracy 
and religion that 
figure in the work 
of many suspense 
authors and instill 
the genre with a 
singular sense of 
place.

In the book’s second half, Lesser 
travels to Scandinavia for the first 
time. Her knowledge and love of 
the crime fiction tradition shine 
through as she scopes out land-
marks from well-known novels 
and talks with real-life detectives 
in Copenhagen, Stockholm and 
other cities. The end result is a fas-
cinating tribute to a unique breed 
of mystery. Fans of Nordic noir, 
take note.

—Julie Hale 

feature | mystery genre studies
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Let the women do the talking
In Ivy Pochoda’s new thriller, five women are connected  

by a serial killer—but he doesn’t get to tell the story.

Five years ago, I was convinced during after- 
dinner drinks (always the best time to get me to 
do anything) to run for a seat on my local neigh-
borhood council. Grassroots politics and com-
munity organizing had never been on my radar. 
But I live in a neighborhood called Harvard 
Heights, a small subsection of a much larger 
neighborhood called West Adams that sweeps 
across South Los Angeles for many miles, and 
I care deeply about my community. It’s a con-
flicted place of pride and neglect, home to fami-
lies who have generational roots as well as new-
comers. West Adams, which is filled with grand 
Craftsman homes and Victorian mansions, was 
one of the first places in Los Angeles to permit 
nonwhite homeownership, and for that reason, 
when the city decided to build the 10 Freeway, 
they placed it smack-dab in the neighborhood’s 
middle, creating a roaring gully and ghettoizing 
the area south of the 10.

I have to admit, I didn’t last on the council 
very long, only half of my four-year term. (I 
travel too much.) But what I saw and absorbed 
there became the basis for These Women. My 
council was called the United Neighborhoods 
Neighborhood Council (yeah, I know), and it 
was comprised of a handful of underserved 
communities at the eastern and northern edges 
of West Adams. The council members fell into 
two categories: long-term African American 
residents who wanted to see the neighborhood 
thrive economically without falling prey to the 
perils of gentrification and 
middle-aged white people 
devoted to the historic 
preservation of the state 
homes in the community. 
Many issues brought before 
the council broke along 
these lines: make things 
better for the residents or 
preserve the important his-
toric charm of the United 
Neighborhoods.

The board was predomi-
nantly female—outspoken 
and articulate women from 
different races and cultures 
who brought a wide range 
of views, perspectives and 
intolerances to the table. 
Everyone saw the com-
munity, its potentials and 
its problems differently. I 
knew that I wanted to write 
about this cultural divide in 
my section of West Adams. 

I wanted to write about the women who 
cared about it and who were rooted in it.

One of the issues that commonly 
cropped up in front of the council was 
prostitution. It was a subject that united 
everyone: Get rid of the “hookers,” shame 
them, blame them. Western Avenue, the 
major thoroughfare that runs north-
south through our section of West 
Adams, is a hotbed for prostitution. This 
has never bothered me. I lived in Am-
sterdam for many years and have what 
I hope is a liberal or humanizing take on 
the industry. I was horrified that a group 
of civic- minded women could be so in-
tolerant of the sex workers in their midst. 
I was baffled by their inability to see them 
as not just people, but people most likely 
conscripted into their line of work. And 
then I knew I had my story.

I always think that the best way to 
write about a community—to examine one—
is to make a crime occur in its midst. A crime 
gives everyone something to react to. It teases 
out deep cultural fissures and challenges loy-
alties. With the premise of someone killing sex 
workers, I knew I had a way to explore my sec-
tion of West Adams. And I knew I had something 
people wanted to read—a serial killer story. But 
therein lay a problem.

We already have many books about serial 
killers. And I didn’t dare add my name to that 

list. There are many great 
ones that influenced me: 
Michael Connelly’s The Poet 
and Jess Walter’s incredible 
Over Tumbled Graves, as well 
as Dan Chaon’s remarkable 
Ill Will, to name a few. These 
books are paragons of the 
genre. Connelly’s is more 
conventional but nonethe-
less brilliant and accom-
plished. Walter takes a larger 
swing, peppering his story 
with a critique of our fasci-
nation with serial killers and 
the cottage industry they 
inspire. And Chaon, well, he 
hits it out of the park with his 
beyond-category psycholog-
ical thriller that plunges the 
serial killer mythos and our 
perception of it into incred-
ibly dark waters.

We’ve also had too many 
books (and TV shows) that fe-

tishize such murderers, almost glorifying them, 
granting them genius status simply because of 
the number of killings they got away with. And 
I certainly didn’t want to enter that fray.

What interested me was not the killer but the 
women touched by his crimes—the women like 
those on my neighborhood council. I was in-
terested in the obvious victims, sure, those he 
killed and those related to the women he killed. 
But I was also compelled by the victims usually 
overlooked in crime fiction, those close to the 
murderer who have lived in the shadow of un-
speakable violence. As I began to write, I real-
ized the serial killer in my book had little to do 
with my story. So instead of fetishizing him, as 
other books might, I punched a serial killer-size 
hole in my narrative, shifting the focus to the 
women at the nexus of his crimes.

Never before has it been so important to 
listen to women, to hear our stories, to put our 
perspectives first. Never before has it been so 
important to understand the amount of disre-
gard that has been dumped upon us, to con-
sider how often we are written off as victims, 
sluts, hysterics, embittered and emotional 
wrecks. Never before has it been so important 
to see a crime from the female perspective and 
for once to put the criminal where he belongs: 
in the background.

Which is why I wrote These Women—to cel-
ebrate my neighborhood and the women who 
live there who are overlooked but shouldn’t be.

—Ivy PochodaThese Women
Ecco, $27 .99, 9780062656384

Thriller
Visit BookPage.com to read our starred  
review of These Women.

behind the book | ivy pochoda
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Friday night frights
Something terrible lurks behind the facade of a small 

Texas town in John Fram’s thrilling debut.

John Fram, author of The Bright Lands, shares 
his fresh and frightening take on the small-town 
thriller and describes what it feels like to be 
compared to Stephen King.

What was your initial inspiration for this 
story?
All my life, I’ve wanted to read a suspense novel 
that featured a queer hero and dealt frankly with 
all the pressures and pleasures of the queer expe-
rience. I realized that after spending years away 
from Texas, I would still be terrified to return 
to my hometown, even if something desperate 
were to arise and my family needed my help. I 
began to wonder what sort of chaos my queer 
hero could cause in just such a situation, espe-
cially if he came to suspect that his hometown 
was hiding something from him.

What is it about small-town America and 
football that is so appealing to readers?
One of the greatest pleasures I take from a novel 
is the feeling of losing myself in a world where 
everyone is getting into each other’s secrets, 
making each other breakfast, robbing each 
other blind. As for football, 
there’s something nice 
about a conflict in which 
we know exactly who to 
root for. Beyond that, I 
think we’re all suckers for 
nostalgia. Who doesn’t 
have some latent scent 
memory of bleacher steel, 
thunder, dry grass? 

Early critics have likened 
The Bright Lands to the 
work of Stephen King. 
Who are your influenc-
es? If you had to compare 
your writing to someone 
else’s, who would it be?
The comparisons to Mr. 
King are more than mildly 
daunting. I think he casts 
a long shadow over all of 
us, though I didn’t actu-
ally have the courage to read him until I was in 
my late teens (when he, of course, rocked my 
world). When I was younger, my two idols were 
the British crime fiction wizard Ruth Rendell 
and the almighty Alice Munro, who can teach us 
more about time and irony than anyone writing 
in English. Also, what little gay boy in the sticks 
doesn’t identify with Munro’s moody country 
girls, all eager to discard their childhoods?

A few years ago, I discovered Kate At-
kinson and found, in her wry English 
observations, the courage to write in the 
voice my family used to tell stories at the 
table. Atkinson treats her characters in a 
way that’s imminently Texan. She regards 
them with compassion, brutal honesty 
and a bleak, gut-busting humor. So these 
days, if I had to be anybody, I’d like to be 
the gay son that she and Stephen King 
never had.

Your novel touches on the pressures 
and expectations that people put on 
each other, especially on a star ath-
lete like Dylan. His brother, Joel, who 
is gay, faces his own set of prejudices 
from others. What compelled you to 
write about these pressures, and what 
do you hope readers might take away?
I think subconsciously I understood that 
these two pressures aren’t all that differ-
ent, though it took me until well into the 
writing process to articulate it. I’m not saying 
that the star athlete suffers as badly as the clos-

eted kid next door, 
but both can suffer 
incredible pain if they 
fail to fulfill the need 
their hometown has 
for them. I wanted to 
make the reader feel, 
if only for a few pages, 
how terrifying it is to 
be different in a place 
that doesn’t accept 
you. Ideally,  that 
reader would feel em-
powered to kick down 
a few walls wherever 
they live. Otherwise, 
they’ll at least know 
why the weirdos like 
us won’t go away 
without a fight.

The book reads like 
a crime novel at 

first, but as readers turn the pages, the super-
natural aspects become more prevalent. How 
difficult was it to balance those genres?
In its original form, this book was . . . I guess you’d 
say secular: no ghosts, no whispering voices, no 
shared nightmares. But I saw, in looking over 
that draft, that the text was so filled with strange, 
occult imagery—a deep hole, impossibly dark, 
kept creeping into all my metaphors—that I just 

sort of gave myself 
over to it during the 
rewrites. Introducing 
elements of the su-
pernatural into a book 
with a carefully con-
structed mystery at its 
heart posed some incredibly satisfying techni-
cal challenges to make sure the reader never felt 
cheated or done over, while also allowing me to 
heighten the drama for all of my characters. Yes, 
there are some strange powers at work in [the 
town of] Bentley, but they’re simply enabling our 
culprits’ bad behavior. The darkness, in short, is 
already there inside them.

What do you hope a novel like The Bright 
Lands can do for readers in a time when a 
real-life crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic is 
gripping the world?
This might sound ridiculous, but I’ve found 
horror novels and thrillers to be weirdly homeo-
pathic during this massive existential threat. I 
think this panic is driving home to the entire 
population something that queers and people 
of color and women have been saying for years: 
The world isn’t safe, and the people in charge 
are not looking out for you. What better mirror 
can we find to that reality than in a brutal piece 
of suspense?

—G. Robert Frazier

q&a | john fram

The Bright Lands
Hanover Square, $27 .99

9781335836625

Thriller

Visit BookPage.com to read our starred 
review of The Bright Lands.
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Foreboding in the first person
These true crime memoirs are as piercing 

as they are personal.

Some ghosts from the past never 
stop haunting us, as shown by 
these two sharply crafted memoirs 
in which true crime meets family 
trauma.

Betsy Bonner explores her sis-
ter’s unsettling life and death with 
laser-sharp prose in The Book of 
Atlantis Black: The Search for a 
Sister Gone Missing (Tin House, 
$26.95, 9781947793774). Because 
their mother had bi-
polar disorder and 
was suicidal, Bonner 
and her sister, Nancy, 
were raised mostly 
by their physically 
abusive father. Even-
tually Nancy changed 
her name to Atlantis 
Black, which Bonner 
felt suited her sister 
perfectly, as “the 
Atlantis of legend 
is mystical, self- 
destroying, and for-
ever lost.” Likewise, 
Atlantis nicknamed 
Bonner “Lucky Betsy” 
because she hadn’t 
inherited the depres-
sion and mental ill-
ness that ran through 
their family tree like a 
venomous snake.

In 2008, when At-
lantis was 31, her 
body was found on 
the floor of a Mex-
ican hotel room, her 
death most likely the 
result of a heroin overdose. How-
ever, mysterious circumstances 
caused Bonner to wonder if the 
body they found wasn’t actually 
her sister’s. Fingerprints and 
dental records weren’t checked. 
Could her sister be alive, hiding 
somewhere? This notion could 
simply be magical thinking, 
Bonner admits, but the messy 
last few months of her sister’s life 
were filled with a host of suspi-
cious, shadowy characters, whom 
Bonner duly investigates. Part ex-
orcism and part adoring tribute, 
The Book of Atlantis Black is 

deeply haunting and darkly 
fascinating.

With two stumbling-drunk 
parents, including a mother who 
faced a variety of health issues and 
spent hours reading and watching 
true crime dramas, Marcia Trah-
an’s childhood had hardly bol-
stered her self- confidence. “I was 
not simply shy; I was frightened 
by almost anything that was un-

familiar, any uncer-
tainty,” she writes in 
Mercy: A Memoir of 
Medical Trauma and 
True Crime Obses-
sion (Barrelhouse, 
$18, 9780988994577), 
her adroit explora-
tion of how inherited 
fears and traumas 
overtook her life.

Already prone 
to depression and 
having attempted 
suicide at age 27, 
Trahan was then di-
agnosed with thyroid 
cancer in her 30s, and 
a string of complica-
tions ensued. Three 
years later, she found 
herself glued to true 
crime TV in an ob-
sessive way. “Only 
violent death cap-
tured my attention, 
as it had captured 
my mother’s,” she 
writes. Eventually 
she connects this 

obsession with the deep-seated 
medical fears instilled in her by 
her mother and realizes, “I sought 
out true crime programs because 
my body had experienced surgery 
as violence.” 

This is a wildly freeing revelation 
for Trahan, after years of being 
so fearful of medical procedures 
that she couldn’t even stand to 
have her teeth cleaned. Searingly 
honest and deftly written, Mercy 
is the story of a unique psycholog-
ical journey that ends in satisfying 
self-revelation.

—Alice Cary 

feature | true crime memoirsfeature | criminal investigations

Scientific sleuthing
Two works of nonfiction provide gripping glimpses 

of the dawn of modern forensic investigation.

In the age of “CSI,” it’s hard to imagine the world of crime solving before 
the introduction of forensic science. These books transport readers to the 

birth of the innovative police work that’s 
still cracking cases today.

In 1932, America was gripped by the 
headlines coming out of rural New 
Jersey: 20-month-old Charles Augustus 
Lindbergh Jr., the son of celebrity aviator 
Charles Lindbergh and his wife, Anne, 
was stolen from his crib as his parents sat 
downstairs. His tiny skeleton would later 
be found on the side of the road, breaking 
hearts and inciting outrage around the 
world. The crime shocked the nation 
and created a ripple effect that echoed 
through history.

Though certainly the most famous kid-
napping of the era, the Lindbergh case 
was by no means a singular event. In The 

Kidnap Years: The Astonishing True History of the Forgotten Kidnap-
ping Epidemic That Shook Depression-Era America (Sourcebooks, 
$26.99, 9781492694793), journalist and author David Stout recounts the 
bewildering rash of kidnappings that swept the United States as gangland 
rose to prominence and much of the country was swallowed by desperate 
poverty. Interweaving the Lindbergh kidnapping through narratives of 
lesser-known abductions from coast to coast, Stout examines this wave 
of crime from many angles: the lives of the abducted, the circumstances 
of the abductors and the state of a nation in which organized crime flour-
ished because of people’s dire financial circumstances. This movement 
coincided with the rise of J. Edgar Hoover and the FBI, and the Lindbergh 
case itself saw the first flickerings of psychology and forensic analysis, 

including fingerprinting, being used in 
criminal cases.

It is surprising, then, that in 1951, 
Hoover would turn down a visit from a 
grandmotherly figure who seemed par-
ticularly insistent upon gaining an audi-
ence with him. An unlikely presence in the 
world of criminal investigation, Frances 
Glessner Lee was a leader in the emerging 
forensic sciences and a staunch advocate 
for the adoption of the medical examiner 
system. Best known today as the creator 
of the Nutshell Studies of Unexplained 
Death, a series of dioramas depicting ho-
micides in miniature for officers to prac-
tice their observational skills upon, Lee 
is the subject of Bruce Goldfarb’s 18 Tiny 

Deaths: The Untold Story of Frances Glessner Lee and the Invention 
of Modern Forensics (Sourcebooks, $25.99, 9781492680475). Born to 
wealth but denied a career because of her gender, Lee employed her 
considerable curiosity, intellect, willpower and fortune toward the bur-
geoning field of “legal medicine,” the application of medical sciences 
toward criminal investigation. The scope of what Lee accomplished in 
her lifetime is breathtaking, and Goldfarb has written a worthy tribute 
to the passionate life’s work of a deeply singular woman.

—Anna Spydell
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Sit. Stay. Solve crimes.
These two mysteries are tough on crime  

but sweet on dogs.

Good dogs never bite—but 
these two mysteries have plenty 
of snap.

All Andy Carpenter wants is to 
put his law practice in his rearview 
mirror and enjoy retirement; his 
dog rescue foun-
dation deserves all 
the love and time 
he can throw at it 
and then some. 
When a friend 
reaches out for a 
favor involving a 
stray dog, things 
quickly get com-
plicated. Muzzled 
(Minotaur, $27.99, 
9781250257116) 
combines the 
worlds of tech 
startups, medi-
cine and the mafia 
in an off-leash 
thriller.

This is Andy’s 
21st outing, and 
author David 
Rosenfelt has a 
firm handle on 
the character. He 
imbues Andy’s 
home life with 
w a r m t h  a n d 
humor, but quickly 
shifts the tone as 
the search for the 
killers heats up. 
Once more bodies 
appear, his team of 
associates jumps 
in to help. The 
balance of action 
and levity is just 
right—Andy’s crew is hilarious, but 
some of the bad guys they take on 
are the stuff of nightmares.

The Tara Foundation and 
Andy’s dogs, Tara and Sebastian, 
appear periodically, but they don’t 
upstage the main story. Not even 
a cameo by a dog named Simon 
Garfunkel (!) can derail the pur-
suit of justice. But dog people and 
their essential goodness stay at 
the heart of this tale.

Spencer Quinn’s Of Mutts 

and Men  (Forge, $26.99, 
9781250297693) takes quite a 
different approach. Washed-up 
PI Bernie Little is unlucky in love 
and money, but he hit the jackpot 
when he teamed up with Chet, his 

canine sidekick 
and the narrator 
of this wild ride. 
In their 10th ad-
venture, the pair 
shows up to meet 
with a scientist 
with a secret, 
and are shocked 
to find that the 
man has been 
murdered.

Quinn gets 
inside the mind 
of a dog, making 
Chet a ter-
rific tour guide 
through this 
absolute riot of 
a mystery. The 
tension ratchets 
up as Chet sniffs 
out details his 
human partner is 
oblivious to, but 
then he’s unable 
to communicate 
his findings. The 
plot involves 
water rights and 
wine grapes, and 
includes a femme 
fatale  whose 
overtures toward 
Bernie overload 
Chet’s ability 
to sift through 
all the flying 

pheromones.
Amid frequent laughs and a 

crime story reminiscent of Chi-
natown, there’s also Bernie’s in-
ability to get things right with the 
women in his life, and Chet’s quiet 
care for a hospice patient who he 
can sense is near the end. It would 
be easy to get mired in sadness, 
but all it takes is a glance at Bernie 
for Chet (and us) to fall in love all 
over again. 

—Heather Seggel

Shadows abound
Carefully laid clues and truly sinister reveals make  

these modern gothics utterly satisfying.

A good gothic novel leaves the reader unable to trust anything—cer-
tainly not the narrator and often not even the conclusion. It’s this uncer-
tainty that makes for two thoroughly electric reads. 

Set on a bleak stretch of Cornish coastline, Laura Purcell’s The House of 
Whispers (Penguin, $17, 9780143135531) 
blends madness, disease and violent 
folklore together with truly terrifying 
results. Hester Why arrives at Morvoren 
House, the remote home of Louise 
Pinecroft, to serve as nurse and maid. 
In the aftermath of a stroke, Louise is 
a silent and eerie patient. She sits in a 
frigid room, watching her collection of 
bone china as if she expects it to run off. 
Adding to Hester’s unease is Creeda, a 
member of the staff whose obsession 
with folk tales of cruel, vengeful faeries 
is as bizarre as it is chilling.

Hester is not the naive, virginal her-
oine that gothics of the 1970s and ’80s 
relied on; she is often selfish, dependent 
on the praise and attention of her em-
ployers in a way that feels alarmingly 
co-dependent, and increasingly reliant on gin and laudanum to numb 
herself. Hester fled London after her rash behavior led to a tragedy, and as 
events at Morvoren House become more frightening, she has nowhere else 
to go. Through Hester, the reader experiences an atmosphere of increasing 
claustrophobia and desperation that makes this novel both terrifying and 
impossible to put down.

Mexican Gothic (Del Rey, $27, 9780525620785) by Silvia Moreno-Garcia 
begins as a dreamy gothic mystery but quickly unfolds into a visceral, 

almost hallucinogenic nightmare. 
Noemí Taboada is enjoying life as a 
young socialite in 1950s Mexico City 
when she receives a bizarre letter from 
her newlywed cousin, Catalina Doyle. 
Catalina insists that her husband, Virgil, 
is poisoning her, and Noemí travels to 
their estate of High Place to investigate.

Symbols of rot are everywhere in 
Moreno-Garcia’s writing; mold and 
mushrooms seem to grow on every sur-
face, and Noemí feels like the estate is 
decaying under her feet. Worse yet, Cata-
lina’s madness seems to be contagious, 
and even as Noemí tries to convince 
herself that her cousin is merely ill, she 
begins to experience vivid nightmares. 
The Doyle family’s strange rituals and 

total isolation from their community similarly unnerve Noemí, preventing 
her from ever feeling safe.

Like characters in The House of Whispers, the family featured in Mex-
ican Gothic is hiding some truly vile secrets. But while much of the vio-
lence in The House of Whispers takes place off-screen, Moreno-Garcia 
puts it front and center, delivering a distinctive and cinematic horror novel 
that is not for the faint of heart.

—Elyse Discher

feature | dog mysteries feature | gothic thrillers



19

reviews | fiction

H The Party Upstairs
By Lee Conell

Family Drama

There’s nothing like a great New York City 
novel, and praise be to the novelists who take us 
there: Think Cathleen Schine, Elinor Lipman, 
Emma Straub, Jennifer Egan and now Lee Conell, 
whose exquisite debut gets to the heart of the city 
via the super of an Upper West Side co-op and his 
frustratingly underemployed daughter.

Martin lives in the building’s basement 
apartment with his wife, Debra, and 24-year-
old daughter, Ruby, who has just moved home 
with an art history degree but no way to pay her 
student loans. Ruby’s friend Caroline, whose 
affluent family lives in the co-op penthouse, is 
also back home, but her wealth has cushioned 
the transition from college to what-comes-next. 
Though the girls have been friends since child-
hood, Ruby has grown increasingly discomfited 
by Caroline’s obliviousness to how her wealth 
brings her certain advantages.

The Party Upstairs (Penguin Press, $26, 

9781984880277) 
is told over 
the course of 
a single day, 
beginning with 
an argument 
between father 
and daughter 
when Martin 
tries to get Ruby 
to meditate with 
him before work. 
Ruby readies 
herself for a job 
interview at 
the Museum of 
Natural History 
and plans to 
attend Caroline’s 
fancy penthouse party that night. Meanwhile, 
Martin’s anxiety is through the roof after dealing 
with needy tenants and his grumpy daughter, 
and now vivid memories of a recently deceased 
tenant are starting to trouble him. 

After a disheartening job inter-
view, Ruby is further provoked by 
flashbacks of the decades of ineq-
uities between herself and Caroline 
and by an unfortunate run-in with 
a neighborhood photographer. By 
the time of the party, Ruby is moved 
to act out in a way that dramatically 
disrupts the course of her life and 
the lives of her parents.

Like Kiley Reid’s Such a Fun Age, 
The Party Upstairs will make you 
laugh even as you grapple with how 
money defines many of its charac-
ters’ most significant choices. As 
chapters alternate between Ruby’s 
and Martin’s perspectives, Conell’s 
realistic dialogue and thoughtful 
plotting take us deep into the often 
unexpressed shame linked to finan-
cial uncertainty. The Party Upstairs 

is an on-the-nose, of-the-moment dark comedy 
that delves deep into issues of wealth, gender 
and privilege in the most iconic of American 
cities.

—Lauren Bufferd

The Lightness
By Emily Temple

Coming of 
Age

Emily Tem-
ple’s moody 
debut novel, 
The Light-
ness (William 
Morrow, $26.99, 
9780062905321), 
follows the lives 
of four bright 
but troubled 
teenage girls 
through a 
strange summer 

as they explore some of the dangerous outer 
reaches of young life and love.

The “panspiritual contemplation commu-
nity” known as the Levitation Center is no 
ordinary overnight camp. Located high in the 
mountains, this “Buddhist Boot Camp for Bad 
Girls” is home to some 60 girls: “shoplifters 
and potheads, arsonists and bullies, boy crazy 
and girl crazy, split and scarred.” Eager to es-
cape her needy, abusive mother and haunted 
by the disappearance of her estranged father—
last seen at a retreat at the same center the 
previous year—Olivia Ellis, the novel’s narra-
tor, soon finds herself in an uneasy alliance 
with three bunkmates: Laurel, Janet and their 

putative leader, the enigmatic Serena, who has 
her own painful associations with the center.

Over the course of the summer, the four-
some engages in a series of increasingly 
dangerous experiments designed to allow 
them to both realize the fantasy of flight and 
transform themselves into what Serena calls 
“beautiful, wrathful, whole new creatures.” 
Their nightly explorations are complicat-
ed by the involvement of the camp’s young 
gardener, Luke, a would-be mentor whose 
interactions with the girls, both sexual and 
otherwise, heighten the tension that skillfully 
builds over the course of the story. As Olivia 
reflects on these events from the perspective 
of early adulthood, her tone is one of min-
gled fascination and regret, seemingly aware 
that she has yet to fully comprehend all that 
happened to her and her friends during those 
fateful few weeks.

Temple liberally seasons her story with 
informative bits of Buddhist philosophy, 
Greek mythology and descriptions of how, 
throughout history, humans have attempted 
to satisfy the yearning to defy gravity. For both 
its mystery and its psychological insight, The 
Lightness will appeal to readers who enjoyed 
works like Donna Tartt’s The Secret History 
or Claire Messud’s The Burning Girl. It’s an 
admirable addition to the body of fiction that 
helps illuminate why adolescence, for all its 
thrills of discovery, can be one of life’s most 
challenging stages.

—Harvey Freedenberg

Florence Adler Swims Forever
By Rachel Beanland

Family 
Drama

Rachel Bean-
land’s debut 
novel opens in 
1934 Atlantic 
City. It’s a blue-
sky June day, and 
most of the Adler 
family is enjoy-
ing the beach: 
7-year-old 
Gussie; Gussie’s 
grandparents Es-
ther and Joseph; 

Anna, the young German Jewish woman the 
family has taken in; and Florence, Esther and 
Joseph’s younger daughter, a Wellesley College 
student and star swimmer. Florence is such 
a competitive swimmer that she’s training to 
swim the English Channel later that summer. 
One family member who is not on the beach 
is Fannie, Florence’s older sister and Gussie’s 
mom, who is pregnant and in the hospital on 
bed rest, determined not to lose this baby as 
she lost the last one.

By the end of the day, the Adler family’s 
world has changed forever. Florence inexplica-
bly drowns, and Esther decides that the family 
must keep this secret from Fannie, for fear that 
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Fannie will go into early labor. There will be no 
funeral, no sitting shiva, no outer mourning for 
Florence.

But that’s not the only secret in this fami-
ly novel. Each character has reasons to hide 
something important, which in turn affects 
their own happiness and relationships. The 
novel rotates through the perspectives of 
Gussie, Esther, Joseph, Anna, Fannie, Fannie’s 
husband and Florence’s devoted young swim 
coach, Stuart. It’s an ambitious balancing 
act that occasionally requires a little double- 
checking as to whose point of view we’re 
following. As the novel moves forward through 
the summer, the stress of secrets increases the 
pressure on each of the characters.

Florence Adler Swims Forever (Simon & 
Schuster, $25.99, 9781982132460) beautifully 
brings to life Atlantic City in the 1930s, offering 
the sights, sounds and smells of the beach and 
the boardwalk, as well as the daily life of Atlan-
tic City’s Jewish community. It also foreshad-
ows, through refugee Anna’s plight, the coming 
catastrophe of the Holocaust.

Beanland loosely based the novel on the 
story of her great-great-aunt Florence, who, 
like Florence Adler, was a competitive swim-
mer who drowned off the coast of Atlantic City. 
It’s a worthy tribute and a satisfying historical 
family drama.

—Sarah McCraw Crow

Utopia Avenue
By David Mitchell

Historical 
Fiction

David Mitchell 
has written 
some of the 
most inno-
vative novels 
of the past 20 
years, from the 
post-apocalyptic 
Cloud Atlas to 
Slade House, a 
ghost tale about 
a mysterious 
residence “that 

only blinks into existence one night every nine 
years.” His latest, Utopia Avenue (Random 
House, $30, 9780812997439), is a journey into 
new territory and a return to earlier themes. 
One of the biggest surprises here is that an 
author who has built a reputation for creat-
ing original worlds now seeks originality in a 
seemingly familiar milieu: a British rock band’s 
brief moment of fame in the psychedelic hey-
day of the late 1960s.

It’s 1967, and impresario Levon Frankland, 
on the lookout for fresh talent, spots bass gui-

tarist Dean Moss, a 23-year-old “long-haired 
lout” who’s desperate for a gig and a place to 
live. Soon, Dean joins a band that includes 
drummer Peter “Griff” Griffin, no stranger to 
having bottles thrown at him during a set, and 
lead singer Elf Holloway, formerly half of a folk 
duo with her Australian ex-boyfriend, a man 
who isn’t above using thievery and unfaithful-
ness to achieve his goals.

So far, so familiar, but this being a Mitchell 
novel, a wrinkle is not too far off. This novel’s 
wrinkle involves lead guitarist Jasper de Zoet, 
a man who, ever since an afternoon on the 
cricket pitch during his youth in the Nether-
lands, has heard a persistent knocking in his 
head. The knocking has now returned, as has 
the message tapped out by this foreign entity 
inside his brain: “Life and liberty . . . De Zoet 
must die.”

Utopia Avenue is more ramshackle than 
Mitchell’s earlier works. Some plot elements, 
including episodes of revenge, jealousy and 
blackmail, are exactly what one might expect 
to find in a story of newly celebrated musi-
cians. Mitchell fans, however, will welcome the 
continuation of flourishes from such earlier 
works as The Thousand Autumns of Jacob 
de Zoet and The Bone Clocks, including the 
reemergence of characters from those novels 
and the neologisms that made Mitchell’s pre-
vious works such mind-bending experiences. 
Mitchell’s song may be different, but readers 
will recognize the tune.

—Michael Magras

H Sex and Vanity
By Kevin Kwan

Comic 
Fiction

The title of 
bestselling 
author Kevin 
Kwan’s blaz-
ingly fun new 
novel is a bit of 
a misnomer: 
There’s very little 
sex. But that’s 
not what we go 
to the author 
of Crazy Rich 
Asians for, is it? 

What Kwan consistently delivers—and does so 
again in Sex and Vanity (Doubleday, $26.95, 
9780385546270)—are fantastic tales of the 
over-the-top wealthy, written with just enough 
empathy to make us care about young, beauti-
ful trust-fund billionaires.

Meet Lucie Tang Churchill. She’s the beau-
tiful daughter of a Mayflower descendant and 
a Chinese American from Seattle. On her lily-

white paternal side, Lucie has always been the 
outcast. Although she’s a born-and-bred New 
Yorker, her patrician grandmother still calls 
her an offensive slang term for a subservient 
Chinese woman.

When Lucie travels to Italy for the extrava-
gant wedding of a childhood friend, she meets 
George Zao, a handsome surfer from Hong 
Kong. Lucie and George get caught in a com-
promising position at the wedding, and they 
sheepishly go their separate ways.

Fast-forward five years, and Lucie is a suc-
cessful art consultant engaged to Cecil Pike, 
a Texas oil heir and a “GQ-handsome bon 
vivant.” But Lucie’s family looks down their 
noses at Cecil’s new money, and Cecil’s family 
looks right back at Lucie the same way. It’s 
clear Lucie and Cecil are an odd match—to 
everyone except Lucie and Cecil. And when 
George reemerges, Lucie begins to question 
everything she thought she wanted.

Sex and Vanity is a deliciously fun romp 
from Capri to Manhattan and East Hampton. 
Kwan is in fine form, gleefully name-dropping 
luxury brands and socialites as he spins a 
heartfelt, satirical tale that observes the price 
of fame, fortune and following your heart.

—Amy Scribner

The Only Good Indians
By Stephen Graham Jones

Horror

Stephen Gra-
ham Jones pulls 
off an interesting 
feat in his new 
novel, The Only 
Good Indians 
(Saga, $26.99, 
9781982136451). 
He makes you 
question wheth-
er you should 
root for the four 
Native American 
friends who shot 

and killed a family of elk on a hunting trip 
or for the spirit of the elk as it seeks revenge 
against them.

Ten years ago, while hunting on land desig-
nated for use by their tribal elders, Ricky, Lew-
is, Gabe and Cass opened fire on a small elk 
herd with reckless abandon, killing far more 
than they should have, including one that was 
pregnant. The now 30-something men have 
moved off of the Blackfeet reservation, but the 
incident still haunts Lewis, who has always felt 
guilty about the deed as well as about having 
turned his back on his culture.

When Lewis sees a vision of the elk’s calf in 
his living room, his guilt begins to consume 
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him. He suspects the elk’s spirit has taken the 
form of a friend, Shaney, and he sets a grisly 
trap for her. But Lewis’ irrational fears contin-
ue, and before long, he suspects the entity has 
switched forms again, this time taking on that 
of his wife, Peta. Confused by Lewis’ actions at 
first, Gabe and Cass soon begin to experience 
the wrath of the elk’s spirit as well, leading up 
to a frantic finale.

Borrowing a bit from his previous novel, 
Mongrels, which explored the mindset of a 
family of werewolves, Jones’ latest novel dips 
into the elk’s perspective in several chapters. 
As a result, the reader is torn as to which 
faction—men or beast—is more deserving 
of empathy. The Only Good Indians unfolds 
at a slow and steady pace that offers ample 
opportunities for sharp commentary on 
history, past choices and the identity crises of 
a group of Native American men. It toys with 
impending doom, then slaps you in the face 
with violence.

—G. Robert Frazier

H Scorpionfish
By Natalie Bakopoulos

Literary 
Fiction

In Natalie 
Bakopoulos’ 
richly told Scor-
pionfish (Tin 
House, $16.95, 
9781947793750), 
readers step into 
contemporary 
Athens with Mira, 
a Greek American 
woman who has 
returned to the 
city while she 

grieves her parents’ deaths as well as a dis-
solving relationship. As we enter the mess of 
her universe, counterpoints appear from her 
neighbor, the Captain. The alternating voices 
of these broken, fragmented people explore 
how each tries to repair and save the self, and 
how their personal connections become inte-
gral to that process.

As Mira and the Captain get to know each 
other—sitting together and apart, talking across 
their balcony walls—the conversation reveals 
their layers and the ways that each sees the 
other. The newness of their connection allows 
them to puzzle through the complexities of 
their past loves, friendships and familial bonds. 
Each is navigating the ending of a relationship; 
each is reevaluating priorities. As we witness 
this growing friendship, the specificity of 
place—of the sea, the city and the interior emo-
tional realm—cradles the characters’ attempts 

to understand what it means to be human and 
to love.

Bakopoulos’ prose is descriptive, full of im-
ages and details, and yet some sentences are so 
clear and axiomatic that the reader may need 
to pause and think, recognizing truths they’ve 
always known. In a certain way, reading Scor-
pionfish is a rereading, a remarkable recogni-
tion of how language can work, how grief and 
love and loss can be so particular, so meaning-
ful, so universal—and how words can make 
those resonances propulsive and haunting.

—Freya Sachs

Friends and Strangers
By J. Courtney Sullivan

Family 
Drama

As problems 
go, a surfeit of 
money is a nice 
one to have. 
Some might 
argue, howev-
er, that wealth 
is like a set of 
weights: Those 
who have it will 
likely be stron-
ger than those 
who don’t. But 

mishandle it, and the self-imposed strains can 
be painful.

The clash between rich and poor ani-
mates Friends and Strangers (Knopf, $27.95, 
9780525520597), J. Courtney Sullivan’s quietly 
perceptive new novel about two women on 
different sides of America’s economic divide: 
a new mother and the college-age nanny she 
hires for her son.

Elisabeth Ronson, a former New York Times 
journalist and author of two bestselling books, 
has moved from Brooklyn to upstate New York 
with her husband, Andrew, and Gil, their baby 
conceived through in vitro fertilization. The 
move was precipitated by the fellowship An-
drew received from a nearby college to develop 
a solar-powered grill. Elisabeth won’t accept 
money from her rich, philandering father and 
insists that her needy sister, Charlotte, eager 
to build a lifestyle brand on Instagram, do the 
same.

As Sullivan skillfully shows, family is not Elis-
abeth’s only problem. Another is loneliness in 
her suburban neighborhood of stay-at-home 
mothers. Elisabeth also needs help caring for 
Gil as she struggles to write a third book, so 
she hires Sam, a senior at the town’s women’s 
college, to watch him.

Sullivan does a fine job depicting Elisabeth’s 
and Sam’s respective dilemmas, as Elisabeth 

learns to live on less money and Sam deals 
with her family’s meager finances. Among the 
well-drawn supporting characters are Clive, 
Sam’s English boyfriend who’s a decade her 
senior, and whom Elisabeth suspects may be 
taking advantage of her; George, Elisabeth’s 
father- in-law, who rails against the inequities 
of society; and the poorly paid staff at the col-
lege kitchen where Sam also works.

The tension sometimes wanes, but Friends 
and Strangers is at its best when Sullivan 
emphasizes the widening class difference in 
America between people who can afford $46 
peony-scented hand soaps and those worried 
about meeting basic needs. Sullivan dares to 
further complicate her narrative by showing 
that financial security doesn’t guarantee happi-
ness. The result is a poignant look at the biases 
of modern society.

—Michael Magras

Dear Emmie Blue
By Lia Louis

Popular 
Fiction

What happens 
when the person 
who finds your 
balloon bursts 
your bubble? 
Dear Emmie 
Blue (Emily 
Bestler, $26, 
9781982135911) 
is a delightful 
story about a 
sweet, down-
trodden wom-

an’s journey to self-discovery after she believes 
she has lost everything.

Fourteen years ago, when Emmie Blue was 
16, she released a balloon into the sky over 
Kent, England, with her email address and a 
message attached to it—a dark secret she could 
no longer keep. The balloon was discovered in 
France by Lucas Moreau, a boy originally from 
London who has the same birthday as Em-
mie, who quickly became her best friend and 
with whom she has been in love for the last six 
years. 

Lucas has told Emmie that he plans to ask 
her a question on the eve of their 30th birth-
days. Emmie has rehearsed her answer to what 
she assumes will be a romantic invitation—but 
what he asks her makes her question every-
thing about her life.

Emmie is a tremendously flawed character 
who might be self-pitying if she weren’t so 
darn self-effacing and nice. It’s hard not to 
sympathize with her, cheering her along as 
she muddles her way—repeatedly—through 
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one disappointment after another. Her back-
story is woven into her dynamic stream-of- 
consciousness narration, which causes some 
confusing moments but also sets a pace that 
reflects her psychological and emotional state. 
She’s dealing with a lot—the truth of Lucas 
and his brother, Elliot; her neglectful mother; 
the search for her father—while struggling to 
make peace with her dreadful secret.

The comedic value of secondary characters, 
such as Emmie’s friends Rose and Fox, balanc-
es the weight of heavier themes to keep the 
story from getting too bogged down in drama. 
The dialogue, which is amply seasoned with 
profanity, effectively captures Emmie’s close 
relationships with other characters, especially 
with her quiet and wise landlady.

Ebbing and flowing with the ups and downs 
of life, Dear Emmie Blue is a delightful read 
that fans of Bridget Jones’s Diary and Eleanor 
Oliphant Is Completely Fine will enjoy.

—Maya Fleischmann

The Color of Air
By Gail Tsukiyama

Family Saga

In Gail 
Tsukiyama’s 
eighth novel, a 
small Japanese 
community on 
Hawaii’s Big 
Island is thrown 
into chaos in 
1935 when the 
town’s golden 
boy, Daniel Abe, 
returns home af-
ter several years 
away on the 

mainland. His homecoming coincides with the 
eruption of Mauna Loa, a portentous omen, as 
the locals have long viewed its seismic activity 
as the manifestation of the mercurial moods of 
Pele, the goddess of volcanoes and fire and the 
creator of the Hawaiian Islands.

As Daniel works to resettle into his former 
home and make peace with a tragedy that 
occurred while working as a doctor in Chica-
go, dormant secrets and sins of the past come 
bubbling up. Tensions rise further when he 
and the villagers learn that the lava flow from 
Mauna Loa is headed directly for them.

With The Color of Air (HarperVia, $26.99, 
9780062976192), Tsukiyama revisits themes 
that have been constant over the course of her 
20-year career, tenderly exploring the compli-
cated web of family and the resilient nature of 
the human spirit, while also shedding light on 
an important period of Asian history, this time 
the indentured servitude of Asian people on 

the sugar plantations that were once Hawaii’s 
lifeblood. As always, Tsukiyama’s storytelling 
is deeply compassionate, undoubtedly buoyed 
by her personal ties to the material (her father 
was Japanese American by way of Hawaii), 
which lends a quiet and sincere intimacy to the 
proceedings.

There is plenty of interpersonal drama in 
this twisting tale of love and loss, but the nov-
el’s true joy and beauty come from the intense-
ly atmospheric writing. Tsukiyama’s prose is 
lush and sensual, fully immersing the reader 
in this pocket of paradise and bringing the 
island’s spirits to life. She elevates Hawaii from 
a simple setting to a character as dynamic and 
vital as its human inhabitants.

An intoxicating blend of historical events 
and fiction, The Color of Air is a richly reward-
ing reading experience perfect for fans of Lisa 
See or Isabel Allende, or anyone looking for a 
magical love story that transcends time.

—Stephenie Harrison

H The All-Night Sun
By Diane Zinna

Literary 
Fiction

Lauren 
Cress has been 
drifting through 
life for the 10 
years since 
she became an 
orphan. Her 
relationships 
with men are 
often perfunc-
tory. She’s slow 
to open up to 
her colleagues 

at the college where she works as an adjunct 
instructor, teaching writing to international 
students. But in the classroom, Lauren comes 
to life. She’s a dazzling teacher who connects 
with her students, even when they don’t 
understand why they’re required to write 
personal essays.

“Knowing how to express yourself to one 
another in real ways . . . it can help with loneli-
ness and distance,” Lauren explains.

Lauren’s insatiable but hidden desire to be 
known and understood thrusts her into an 
all-consuming friendship with Siri Bergström, 
a student from Sweden. Siri also knows the 
pain of losing a parent; her mother died when 
Siri was 5, though no one knows exactly how. 
When Siri invites Lauren to come home to 
Sweden with her, Lauren dives headfirst into 
the friendship, though she knows it’s unwise.

As the Swedish summer celebration of 
Midsommar draws near, Lauren finds herself 

swimming in the complexities of her relation-
ships with Siri and the friends and siblings 
who welcome her. But when her friendship 
with Siri threatens to unravel, Lauren with-
draws into herself, blocking out all signs of life 
around her.

In The All-Night Sun (Random House, $27, 
9781984854162), author Diane Zinna displays 
her deep understanding of the writing craft, 
born in part of her experience as a creative writ-
ing teacher and former executive co- director 
at AWP, the Association of Writers & Writing 
Programs. Her stunning debut novel is a twist-
ing tale of grief, hope and self-deceit, a story as 
mesmerizing as the young women at its heart.

—Carla Jean Whitley

Crooked Hallelujah
By Kelli Jo Ford

Short Stories

Kelli Jo Ford’s 
first book, com-
posed of inter-
locking stories 
set in Oklahoma 
and North Texas, 
is like a wild-
fire that slowly 
approaches a 
home and then 
whips through 
an entire region. 
Crooked Hal-
lelujah (Grove, 

$26, 9780802149121) opens in 1974 and intro-
duces four generations of Cherokee women: 
Granny, Lula, Justine and Reney. The women 
are as intertwined as they are distinct, adher-
ing to their own codes and overshadowing the 
men in their lives.

Granny, the matriarch of the clan, shares a 
bedroom with her daughter, Lula, a devoted 
follower of a Holy Roller-like church. Lula’s 
rebellious 15-year-old daughter, Justine, resists 
her mother’s religious affiliation. After Justine 
is raped, she gives birth to blue-eyed Reney. 
Gradually, Granny cedes center stage to Lula 
and Justine, who try to make a life amid the 
poverty of their town.

Several powerful pieces stand out in this 
novel-in-stories. In one, grown-up Reney, now 
married, works at a Dairy Queen while trying 
to attend school. She also manages the small 
cattle ranch on which she and her husband 
live. One day, Reney’s beloved mule goes miss-
ing, and her search leads to a devastating act 
of violence. In another chaotic piece, Justine is 
packing up to leave Texas and return to Okla-
homa, but a wildfire lights the horizon, forcing 
a change in her plans. In a stirring, believable 
hospital scene, in which Lula has suffered a 
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massive stroke, relatives sing their church 
songs while Justine tries to comfort and come 
to terms with her mother.

Crooked Hallelujah is an imperfect work. 
Some tales, such as that of a lesbian couple 
menaced in their trailer home, seem out of 
place, and readers may find the timeline diffi-
cult to follow. But Ford’s voice rises above the 
tumult, sharing the stories of women whose 
lives have been injured and upended but who 
will never be silent.

—Grace Lichtenstein

Miss Iceland
By Auður Ava Ólafsdóttir

Coming of 
Age

To say that 
Icelanders love 
literature may 
be an under-
statement. Per 
capita, Iceland 
has more books 
published and 
more books read 
than anywhere 
else in the world, 
and Reykjavík is 
well known for 

its authors and independent bookstores. But 
in the early 1960s, it was hard for a woman to 
penetrate Reykjavík’s artistic community. In 
her new novel, Miss Iceland (Black Cat, $16, 
9780802149237), Icelandic writer Auður Ava 
Ólafsdóttir explores this conflict.

Named after a dormant volcano by her 
weather-obsessed father, Hekla leaves her 
rural home in Dalir for Reykjavík with a copy of 
James Joyce’s Ulysses and an English- Icelandic 
dictionary. She moves in with her former 
classmate Jon, a gay man who has moved to 
the capital with his sewing machine in hopes 
of getting a job designing costumes for the 
theater. But when Jon and Hekla find them-
selves firmly on the outside of their dreams, 
Jon accepts arduous work on local fishing 
trawlers, hoping to travel to a place where he 
is free to love whomever he chooses. At night 
after waitressing at the Hotel Berg, where 
avoiding the wandering hands of male patrons 
is as much a part of her day as serving coffee, 
Hekla stays up late to write.

Even after Hekla begins dating a poet, she is 
unable to break into the male-dominated liter-
ary cafe crowd. When she reveals her true voca-
tion (and prolific output) to her boyfriend, the 
relationship falls apart, leaving her to wonder if 
she can pursue her dreams in Iceland at all.

Ólafsdóttir is an art historian and writer 
whose work is just beginning to receive the 

attention it deserves in the United States. This 
quietly moving tale of friendship and artistic 
fulfillment will appeal to readers of Elena Fer-
rante and Margaret Atwood, and the unusual 
setting offers an interesting twist on the por-
trait of an artist as a young woman.

—Lauren Bufferd

Nine Shiny Objects
By Brian Castleberry

Literary 
Fiction

Yearning to 
find a better 
life and, more 
specifically, a 
purpose in life, 
is universal and 
natural. So it’s 
easy to see how 
the characters in 
Brian Castleber-
ry’s debut novel, 
Nine Shiny 
Objects (Custom 

House, $27.99, 9780062984395), each disillu-
sioned and frustrated by their dead-end lives, 
would embrace a cultish quest toward utopia 
on earth.

Things start innocently enough as Oliver 
Danville, a failed-actor-turned-hustler in 1947 
Chicago, reads of an aviator who sees nine 
bright objects in the sky. Convinced that there’s 
nothing for him where he is, Oliver hitchhikes 
west, looking for “a sign that might lead to his 
true calling.” Before long he dubs himself the 
Tzadi Sophit, leader of the Seekers, a commu-
nity of outcasts and idealists with dreams of a 
society free of racial, ethnic, sexual and social 
bigotry.

Castleberry could easily have followed 
Oliver’s exploits from there, but instead he 
switches gears. Each subsequent chapter 
jumps ahead in the narrative by five years, in-
troducing another character—a down-on-her-
luck waitress, a traveling book salesperson/
aspiring songwriter, a painter, a radio host, a 
poet, a teenager and others—and chronicling 
how their lives intersect with the Seekers. If 
that sounds busy and even confusing, it is; you 
may need a set of cue cards to help keep track 
of who’s who.

Much of the story revolves around a pivotal 
event in the establishment of Oliver’s com-
munity, in which an outsider attacks one of 
its members, leading the Seekers to resettle in 
a Long Island subdivision. But if the Seekers 
think things will get easier for them, any New 
Yorker could tell them otherwise.

The scope of the novel—from its vast 
conspiracies and social commentary to its 

decades long timeline—is at times impressive 
to behold. Castleberry’s intricate narration 
(some sentences seem to run on for pages at a 
time) may even compel you to read some pas-
sages over again just to make sure you didn’t 
miss something. But it’s worth it to take your 
time and savor this one.

—G. Robert Frazier

H Mother Land
By Leah Franqui

Family 
Drama

Leah Franqui 
knows a thing 
or two about 
straddling differ-
ent cultures and 
identities. She is 
a Puerto Rican 
Jewish Ameri-
can who lives in 
Mumbai with 
her Kolkata-born 
husband, and 
her perspec-

tive informs her latest novel. Set in the busy, 
noisy and chaotic world of modern Mum-
bai, Mother Land (William Morrow, $27.99, 
9780062938848) is the story of an expat, Rachel 
Meyer, who knows she’s living the dream—but 
whose dream exactly, she isn’t sure.

Upon meeting her now-husband Dhruv in 
a Manhattan bar, Rachel instantly fell in love 
with his boyish charm and assertiveness. His 
sense of purpose was a welcome change in her 
listless life, so she married him and followed 
him to India to make a home together.

To Rachel, Mumbai is mesmerizing—at first. 
Then cultural expectations, language barriers 
and mounting loneliness start revealing all 
the voids that can’t easily be filled. Things get 
even more confusing when Swati, Rachel’s 
mother-in-law, arrives unannounced one day 
from Kolkata with the intention of leaving her 
husband and moving in permanently with the 
newlyweds. The shock of it all, coinciding with 
Dhruv’s departure for a monthlong busi-
ness trip, leaves Rachel paralyzed with fear. 
Thus, Franqui resurrects the age-old struggle 
between mother-in-law and daughter-in-
law—and topples it with a spot-on exploration 
of what it means to stand up against other 
people’s expectations.

Mother Land is unexpected. It’s funny and 
relatable even if your mother-in-law isn’t 
anything like Swati. It’s a tender tale of two 
women who are lost and alone, but who even-
tually become allies and each other’s biggest 
champions.

—Chika Gujarathi
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H Lot Six
By David Adjmi

Memoir

The memoir of a gay New York playwright 
who grew up in a conservative Jewish com-
munity in Brooklyn might sound a bit niche, 
but David Adjmi’s Lot Six (Harper, $27.99, 
9780061990946) ushers readers into funda-
mental questions of identity, community and 
belonging. The writing is vibrant, edgy, scenic 
and exciting. The figures of Adjmi’s child-
hood—such as Howie, a brilliant outcast who 
befriends him in elementary school—come off 
the page as though the reader is meeting them 
in person. Adjmi also emerges as a sensitive 
and faithful—and funny!—narrator who is 
keen to notice his own reactions to particular 
moments and perceptive about how his early 
experiences fostered a kaleidoscopic inner life 
that informed both the formation of his identi-
ty and the art he would later make.

From his 
adoration of the 
gruesome musi-
cal Sweeney Todd 
to his alienation 
from the popular 
children at his el-
ementary school, 
Adjmi moves on 
to chronicle his 
adolescent and 
high school years. 
He leaves behind 
the cultural and 
social confines of 
his community 
by attending an 
art school with 
only one friend from his neighborhood. Adjmi 
becomes almost ethnographically obsessed 
with observing the behavior of his peers—and 
he goes through some changes of his own, too, 
growing his hair into dreadlocks and attending 
a college in California against his counsel-

or’s advice that the East Coast Sarah 
Lawrence might be a better fit. (He 
eventually transfers.)

Adjmi had always been a competent 
student, but his passions alight when 
he realizes he wants to write plays. His 
entrance to the cloistered, insulated 
world of New York theater showcases 
both his brilliance and his increasing 
contrariness. As Adjmi realizes who he 
is, he finds it harder to fill his teach-
ers’ perceptions of what he should 
be. Ultimately—and fittingly—his 
first major professional success is a 
mashup of his own favorite plays and 
his memories of growing up queer in 
his Syrian Jewish community.

In all, Lot Six is about finding out 
who you really are and learning to, as Nietzsche 
famously wrote, “amor fati” (love your fate).

—Kelly Blewett

Visit BookPage.com to read a Behind 
the Book essay by David Adjmi.

H This Is Major
By Shayla Lawson

Essays

A few years 
ago, the phrase 
“Black girls are 
magic” was in-
troduced online 
to subvert the 
dehumanizing 
narrative at-
tached to black 
girls and wom-
en. The mantra 
is intended to 
uplift black girls 
in a society that 

maintains a legacy of systemic racism and 
violence to oppress marginalized people. Yet 
Shayla Lawson, the director of creative writing 
at Amherst College and author of three poetry 
collections, looks beyond the notion that black 
girls are magic. This Is Major: Notes on Diana 
Ross, Dark Girls, and Being Dope (Harper 
Perennial, $16.99, 9780062890597) not only 
spotlights the nuances of black womanhood 
but also rejects the claim that their power is 
rooted in an inherent superhuman disposition.

Lawson examines the inner lives of black 
girls and how these private lives are routinely 
misconstrued, misunderstood and vilified. 
In the collection’s opening essay, “You Are 
Here,” Lawson invokes a wide range of talent 

and creative ingenuity: Grace Jones, Diana 
Ross, Josephine Baker, SZA, Simone Biles, 
Janet Jackson and more. Lawson calls upon 
these influential women to highlight their 
brilliance, resilience and ability to thrive in a 
world determined to cut them down. These 
women are very different, but they all prove 
one monumental truth: There is no one 
“right” way to be a black girl. We are able to 
take on many forms. Yet despite black girls’ 
ability to transform, it doesn’t mean we are 
otherworldly. Black girls are magic, but Black 
Girl Magic “doesn’t set us free.”

Notably, freedom is a topic that is explored 
repeatedly throughout Lawson’s essays. What 
does it mean to be free? What does freedom 
cost? How do black girls get free? And once you 
get free, how do you stay free? Whether she’s 
discussing the politics of Twitter popularity, the 
pitfalls of interracial dating, the ever- shifting 
cultural definition of “black” or the reality of 
gentrification, Lawson is a master of her craft. 
Her keen poetic sensibilities sharpen topics 
that may seem amorphous or expansive. She 
seamlessly blends deeply personal memories 
with overarching moments in history and pop 
culture, and the result is a sense of familiarity 
among the writer and the black women who 
pick up this book.

In This Is Major, Lawson’s voice can be 
smooth like honey or cut to the quick. This 
essay collection is a necessary study of self- 
enlightenment and the unique power of black 
girls. We contain multitudes.

—Vanessa Willoughby 

Cross of Snow
By Nicholas A. Basbanes

Biography

During his 
lifetime, Henry 
Wadsworth 
Longfellow 
(1807–1882) was 
one of America’s 
most highly 
regarded poets, 
a phenomenal-
ly successful 
bestselling 
writer both here 
and abroad. An 
author of stories 

and essays, a translator of Dante and an 
editor of a multivolume anthology of poetry 
from around the world, he played a major 
role in shaping middle-class culture during 
the 1800s. As the Smith Professor of Modern 
Languages at Harvard, he brought a cosmo-
politan vision to his writing and was influen-
tial in bringing European culture to the U.S. 
and dramatizing American themes overseas. 
(He is still the only American to have a bust of 
his likeness in Poets’ Corner at Westminster 
Abbey.) His many literary friends included 
Nathaniel Hawthorne, Julia Ward Howe and 
Charles Dickens.

Longfellow and his times are brought vividly 
to life by Nicholas A. Basbanes in his author-
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itative and wonderfully readable Cross of 
Snow: A Life of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow 
(Knopf, $37.50, 9781101875148). He traces the 
poet’s life from Maine, where Longfellow knew 
early on that he wanted to be a professional 
writer, to becoming a major literary presence. 
Basbanes draws on a rich abundance of cor-
respondence, diaries, journals and notebooks 
and gives readers generous excerpts from 
Longfellow and many others.

At the heart of the book is the relationship 
between Longfellow and his second wife, Fran-
ces Appleton Longfellow. Fanny, as she was 
called, was educated, multilingual and skilled 
as an artist. She was remarkably well read and 
wrote very well herself, and her relationship 
with Longfellow thrived on intellect as much 
as romance. Describing their relationship, a 
friend once remarked, “Of all happy homes 
theirs was in many ways the happiest.”

Longfellow usually preferred not to be in-
volved in controversial issues but was a noted 
antislavery advocate who decried war and vio-
lence of any kind. His best friend was Charles 
Sumner, a noted abolitionist who almost lost 
his life for the cause of abolition when he was 
attacked in the U.S. Senate. Long before that 
incident, Longfellow published Poems on Slav-
ery at Sumner’s request.

Basbanes uses his sources well, transporting 
readers beautifully to the world of a poet who 
is often overlooked. If you enjoy literary biogra-
phy, this is a book to savor.

—Roger Bishop

H Notes on a Silencing
By Lacy Crawford

Memoir

One night in 
October 1990, 
a young Lacy 
Crawford took a 
phone call at her 
dorm, surprised 
to hear an older 
boy pleading for 
her to come help 
him. Crawford 
was mystified 
but convinced 
there must be a 
reason, so she 
slipped across 

her boarding school campus and met the boy at 
his dorm window. When she climbed inside, she 
was confronted by the boy and his roommate, 
both stripped down to their underwear. That 
night would haunt her for decades to come.

In Notes on a Silencing (Little, Brown, $28, 
9780316491556), Crawford emphasizes that 
the sexual assault she experienced was not 

unusual. “It’s so simple, what happened at 
St. Paul’s. It happens all the time,” she writes. 
“First, they refused to believe me. Then they 
shamed me. Then they silenced me.” She de-
scribes St. Paul’s as a lauded, sometimes lonely 
place where privileged teens were obsessed 
with their academic futures. (The author, when 
faced with the possibility of not returning for 
her senior year, pleaded with her parents: But 
what about Princeton?)

Crawford, a novelist, uses her storytelling 
skill to illuminate the myriad ways female 
students were taught that their desires and 
bodies were less valuable than—even subject 
to—those of their male peers. She’d had other 
sexual experiences as a teenager, a fact her 
teachers later used against her. When she be-
gan to experience physical ailments because of 
her assault, Crawford was certain it was a result 
of “what she had done.” She was so wrecked 
by the experience that she saw herself, not the 
boys, as the one to blame.

Crawford’s detailed account of her assault 
and its aftermath relies on an indelible mem-
ory as well as careful research. Medical reports 
and other documentation help her piece 
together the school’s reaction when she revisits 
it decades later, after other victims began hold-
ing the school accountable.

Notes on a Silencing is a ghastly account, 
beautifully told, of a teenage girl learning that 
people in power often value reputation above 
all else.

—Carla Jean Whitley

The Vapors
By David Hill

American 
History

Those of us 
who are fans 
of gangster 
stories have 
been saturated 
(oversaturated, 
perhaps?) in the 
Lucky-Bugsy-
Meyer saga, 
rooted in New 
York but with 
memorable 
offshoots in 

Havana, Los Angeles and Las Vegas. Well, here’s 
a fresh cast and venue: the casino crowd of Hot 
Springs, Arkansas, arguably America’s gam-
bling capital until it all came crashing down in 
the mid-1960s.

Lucky Luciano and Meyer Lansky do make 
cameos in The Vapors: A Southern Family, the 
New York Mob, and the Rise and Fall of Hot 
Springs, America’s Forgotten Capital of Vice 

(FSG, $28, 9781250086112), David Hill’s true 
crime narrative of the spa resort town from 
the ’30s through the ’60s. But the big players 
are the less-remembered mobster Owney 
Madden, casino boss Dane Harris and a raft of 
crooked homegrown pols, judges and cops—
with a fleeting appearance by Hot Springs 
resident Virginia Clinton and her promising 
son Bill.

It’s still astonishing how open Hot Springs’ 
vice industry was, with city leaders acting as 
an integral part of the criminal establishment. 
Madden was the mob’s guy in town, but he 
quickly assimilated to the local landscape. 
Harris, the son of a bootlegger, had aspirations 
of respectability; he’s the Michael Corleone 
of the story. He wanted the clubs, led by his 
gang of Vapors, to be glossy entertainment 
palaces. Harris did his best with payoffs and 
vote- buying, but internecine fighting that 
featured bomb explosions and pressure from 
Bobby Kennedy’s Department of Justice ended 
his dream.

The history is fascinating, but what makes 
The Vapors a compelling—and ultimately 
heartwrenching—book is the author’s account 
of his own family, who lived in Hot Springs 
during the casino heyday. His grandmother 
Hazel Hill landed there as a teen, drifted into 
casino work after leaving her violent, alcoholic 
husband and neglected her sons as she fell into 
her own sad addictions. Hill tells the hard truth 
of her life with compassion and context.

Amid all this mayhem, one person in the 
book emerges as a beacon of decency: Jimmy 
Hill, Hazel’s youngest son and the author’s 
father. Intelligence, hard work, athletic talent 
and loyal friends led him to a better life. Dane 
Harris should have been so lucky.

—Anne Bartlett

H Bright Precious Thing
By Gail Caldwell

Memoir

At a Cam-
bridge, Mas-
sachusetts, 
bookstore 
several years 
ago, Pulitzer 
Prize- winning 
critic Gail Cald-
well paused her 
reading to say, 
“There’s a lot of 
heart and soul 
in this room, 
and I would like 

to share the evening with you.” Sitting with 
her memoir Bright Precious Thing (Random 
House, $27, 9780525510055) feels like an 
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invitation into her own heart and soul. With a 
breath-catching, lyrical grace, yet enough fo-
cus to avoid sentiment, Caldwell lays down the 
path her life has taken. She credits the women’s 
movement with inspiring her evolution from 
rebellious Texan teenager to acclaimed Boston 
Globe critic. The friends and lovers she spent 
time with along the way are vividly here as 
well, for better and for worse. Date rape, an 
abortion and a long love affair with alcohol run 
right alongside the things that have sustained 
and inspired her.

What makes Caldwell’s memoir so much 
more than a skillful retelling is the way she 
balances her long past with visits from her 
present- day neighbor’s child, Tyler. When they 
meet, the 5-year-old falls in love with Cald-
well’s beloved Samoyed dog, Tula. Over the 
years, that love comes to encapsulate all three 
of them—the writer helping along the little 
girl’s imagination, Tyler flashing the fearless 
self-awareness she seems to have been born 
with, and Tula blessing them both with her 
steadfast company. Caldwell calls it “a mutual 
learning society.” The child reminds Caldwell 
of “the innocence of forward motion,” and she 
tries to give Tyler “a palette for all that hope.”

For Caldwell, that palette got its beginnings 
in the women’s movement of the 1960s and 
’70s, which “delivered” her from the “tradi-
tional paths” of marriage and motherhood. 
Diving into the past, alternating with sprints 
into the present, she observes herself as a 
writer, swimmer, rower, dog lover and friend. 
She can see the totality of her experiences 
from her perch much better as she nears 
70, and they compose a “bright, precious 
thing . . . my life.”

—Priscilla Kipp

Sex and Lies
By Leila Slimani

Social 
Science

When bestsell-
ing author Leila 
Slimani pub-
lished her debut 
novel, Adéle, in 
2014, she spent 
two weeks on 
a book tour 
around Morocco. 
After her events 
at bookshops, 
universities and 
libraries, numer-

ous women were hungry to discuss their own 
personal and political struggles to express their 
sexuality in a country that represses women’s 
sexual natures. Slimani collects many of these 

testimonies, woven together with her own re-
flections on Morocco’s social attitudes toward 
sex, in Sex and Lies: True Stories of Women’s 
Intimate Lives in the Arab World (Penguin, 
$17, 9780143133766).

Soraya, an attractive woman, perhaps in 
her 40s, locates Slimani in the hotel bar one 
evening after an event and, reticently at first, 
opens up to Slimani about her mother’s marital 
counsel: “Don’t forget to stay a virgin.” Soraya 
shares that she never experienced sexual plea-
sure in her marriage but that, after her divorce, 
she wants to discover pleasure and freedom. 
Slimani uses Soraya’s story as an illustration 
of the many ways women in Morocco face hu-
miliation—humiliations that men never face. 
They must be good girls, and if they lose their 
virginity, they are “spoiled.”

Malika is a 40-year-old doctor who’s single 
and has never been married. Although she 
feels freer than many women who lack her 
income and social status, she still must live a 
life of subterfuge when she wants to sleep with 
her partner, checking into French hotels where 
no one will ask them for an ID. As Malika puts 
it, “Hypocrisy is growing here, and conserva-
tism, too.” Slimani reflects on Malika’s story by 
pointing out that the more freedom women 
gain in Moroccan society, the more they take 
up public space, which leaves men feeling 
unmoored.

Provocative and disturbing, fervent and 
moving, Sex and Lies offers a glimpse into a 
world often hidden from view, allowing Mo-
roccan women to express in their own words 
their desires and hopes for a sexual revolution 
in their society.

—Henry L. Carrigan Jr. 

Union
By Colin Woodard

American 
History

Historian, 
Pulitzer Prize 
finalist and author 
of the bestselling 
American Nations 
Colin Wood-
ard tackles the 
evolution of ideas 
about America’s 
nationhood lead-
ing up to the Civil 
War in Union: 
The Struggle to 

Forge the Story of United States Nationhood 
(Viking, $30, 9780525560159). Part biography, 
part political and intellectual history, Union 
chronicles the tumultuous clash of regional 
cultures and competing visions of America’s 

destiny through the lives, writings and ideas of 
five very different men.

In 1817, future historian and diplomat 
George Bancroft had graduated from Harvard 
and was heading to Germany for further study. 
Attending a school at the bottom of the rung 
was his future rival, author William Gilmore 
Simms of South Carolina, who became an avid 
proponent of slavery and secession. Sometime 
in February of 1818, Freddy Bailey was born 
into slavery in Maryland. If that name isn’t fa-
miliar, it’s because he later assumed the name 
Frederick Douglass after becoming a fugitive 
in Massachusetts in 1838. Douglass soon made 
a name for himself as a powerful orator for 
the cause of equality, both in America and on 
his famous 1846 visit to Britain, where English 
abolitionists purchased his freedom legally.

In the following years, both Douglass and 
Bancroft met with Lincoln. These sections 
are some of the most powerful of the book. (It 
was Bancroft who asked Lincoln to write out a 
copy of the Gettysburg Address, now con-
sidered the definitive version and preserved 
in the Library of Congress.) While Douglass 
pressed Lincoln for equality, Simms and oth-
ers in the South set forth to find ways “to dis-
possess” formerly enslaved people, wrenching 
efforts at reconstruction away from the federal 
government.

As the narrative moves into Reconstruction 
and beyond, Woodard focuses on two other 
figures: Woodrow Wilson, who influenced the 
creation of a federal government that “actively 
resisted making diversity an official part of 
American life,” and Frederick Jackson Turner, 
a scholar best known for his “frontier thesis,” 
tracing the role of westward expansion in 
shaping American values and democracy.

This choice of narrative structure makes for 
a fascinating journey through history. Howev-
er, given the centurylong time frame, chapter 
titles and defined sections might have added 
welcome context. It’s also worth noting that 
not much attention is paid to women’s contri-
butions.

In the end, though, Union is timely and 
thought-provoking, accomplishing much more 
than a static history. In an author’s note dated 
December 2019, Woodard writes that several 
paths lie before us and that “the survival of 
the United States is at stake in the choices we 
make about which one to follow.”

—Deborah Hopkinson

Union is timely and 
thought-provoking, 

accomplishing much 
more than a static history. 
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It’s romp season
Times are tough, and you may find your spirits in need of a lift. These books score a perfect 10 on the romp-o-meter,  

in case your summer could use a heaping dose of full-throttle fun.

Gatecrasher
By Ben Widdicombe

Society journalism—that is, the gossip 
pages—doesn’t carry the same gravitas as 
other areas of journalism. That might change 
with Gatecrasher (Simon & Schuster, $27, 
9781982128838). Author Ben Widdicombe, a 
former gossip reporter, shares lessons about 
the world’s wealthiest people gleaned from 
attending Academy Awards parties, lunches at 
Elaine’s and weddings at Mar-a-Lago for the 
past two decades.

Widdicombe worked at three of the biggest 
outlets in gossip: Page Six (New York Post), 
Rush & Malloy (New York Daily News) and 
TMZ. Gatecrasher could have been just a dishy 
memoir about the sex tapes, prison sentences 
and infideli-
ties of A-listers 
and the upper 
crust. And yes, 
there is plenty 
of dirt in these 
pages. However, 
Gatecrasher’s 
strength is in 
its thoughtful 
cultural critique 
of celebrity and 
wealth, and the 
media’s symbi-
otic relationship 
to both. Widdi-
combe delivers 
some uncom-
fortable home truths about American cultural 
appetites. Take, for instance, his assertion that 
Paris Hilton is the “most culturally influential 
person in twenty-first-century America.” Surely 
that’s incorrect. It must be Beyoncé or Bob 
Dylan or Oprah or . . . well, anyone but a hotel 
heiress who made a sex tape.

Yet it makes perfect sense when Widdicombe 
spells it out: Hilton’s shameless willingness to 
cash in on being a wealthy person paved the 
way for everything from “Keeping Up With the 
Kardashians” to the Trumps. “A gossip cultural-
ist understands how the trashy stuff connects to 
the bigger picture, and that we ignore it at our 
peril,” he writes.

Whether you’re a student of US Weekly or 
cultural studies, Gatecrasher manages to be 
fun, frothy and just the #inspo you need to 
topple the bourgeoisie.

—Jessica Wakeman 

The Hungover Games
By Sophie Heawood

British writer Sophie Heawood was living her 
dream, working as a journalist covering the en-
tertainment industry in LA. She wrote breezy ce-
lebrity profiles, went out every night and came 
home to her tiny Sunset Boulevard apartment.

Then she unexpectedly became pregnant by a 
man who emphatically did not want to be a fa-
ther. In the hilarious and intimate The Hungov-
er Games (Little, Brown, $27, 9780316499064), 
she chronicles her bumpy journey from woman-
about-town to single parent.

Heawood relies on her group of friends 
(whom she calls her “holy congregation”) 
and her loving yet judgmental parents as she 
returns to London to have her baby. She finds 

a funky house in a neighborhood affectionate-
ly known as Piss Alley, a home with “a bench 
where you could sit and inhale some of East 
London’s less aggressive pollution, because 
there was a house three doors down that had 
managed to plant a tree.”

Like so many new mothers, Heawood is 
flooded with love, hormones and responsibili-
ty. She’s a fantastically funny and unapologetic 
writer and is candid about the weirdly over-
lapping bouts of joy and boredom that come 
with parenting. In a just-between-us tone, she 
shares her birth story, the “ghost that sat on 
my shoulder” of the baby’s father who couldn’t 
commit and what it’s like to venture out in the 
dating world while still nursing a baby.

The Hungover Games is by and about a sin-
gle mom, but Heawood’s story of finding love 
where you least expect it is universal.

—Amy Scribner 

Action Park
By Andy Mulvihill

Do you think helmets are for wimps and 
seat belts are for suckers? Is following rules 
something other people do? If your answer is 
“Hell, yeah!” then you would’ve loved Action 
Park, a 35-acre New Jersey amusement park 
that provided dangerous entertainment for 
20 crowded, wild summers beginning in 1978. 
Gene Mulvihill was the charismatic, impulsive, 
creative, law-avoiding, retail magnate, million-
aire founder, and Andy Mulvihill, who wrote 
Action Park (Penguin, $17, 9780143134510) 
with journalist Jake Rossen, is his son.

When Andy was 13, his dad came up with 
a way to monetize his Vernon Valley/Great 
Gorge ski property in the warm months: He 

was going to be “the Walt Disney 
of New Jersey.” The Alpine Slide 
was the park’s main attraction 
in its debut 1978 summer, and 
people flocked to the mountain 
to try it. Speeding 2,700 feet down 
a winding track, riders perched 
in a small cart with a steering rod 
and iffy brakes. There were no 
helmets, and thrill-seekers were 
likely to fly off the track into the 
woods.

Was it dangerous? Definitely. 
Did people love it? Absolutely. The 
park hosted about a million peo-
ple per year over its two decades, 
which saw the introduction of 
additional high-risk attractions 

like the Speed Slide (100-foot drop + 45 mph 
= actual enema) and the Wave Pool (25 water 
rescues daily). Andy recalls his years at the 
park—during which he went from laborer to 
reluctant ride tester to lifeguard to manager—
with a mix of fondness and frustration, pride 
and disbelief. It’s indeed amazing that Gene 
essentially did whatever he wanted for nearly 
20 years. Not even countless injuries and six 
deaths at the park, plus a 1980s indictment for 
insurance fraud, could put him out of business 
for long.

Action Park is a fascinating up-close portrait 
of an eccentric father and gonzo businessman 
who angered loads of people and was beloved 
by even more. And it’s a nostalgic chronicle of a 
place that was horrible or wonderful, depend-
ing on your perspective—“a place that, by all 
rights, should never have existed.”

—Linda M. Castellitto 
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most likely to become                                                                 
First-time YA authors and seasoned veterans

Roseanne A. Brown
A refugee and a princess find themselves 
on a romantic, dangerous collision course 
in A Song of Wraiths and Ruin (Balzer + 
Bray, $18.99, 9780062891495), a West Africa- 
inspired fantasy. Brown raises the stakes by 
exploring how we all have a responsibility to 
right the wrongs of injustice.

—Luis G. Rendon

What do you hope readers will love about 
A Song of Wraiths and Ruin?
The protagonists represent characters I wish 

I’d gotten to read when I was growing up. Their struggles are informed by 
the emotional roller coaster of my teen years, so I hope readers see them-
selves in these characters’ lows and triumphs.

How did you feel when you found out you were 
going to be published?
I got the call when I was living in Japan; my agent 
called me at 5 a.m. to break the news, and I was so 
delirious with sleep that I was half-convinced I was 
dreaming. As a black immigrant, the thought that I 
could actually get anything traditionally published 
had always felt about as likely as me becoming the 
first person on Mars. Some days, I wake up and it still 
doesn’t feel real.

Lora Beth Johnson
Andra wakes up after a long journey to a 
new planet and slowly puts together a hor-
rifying truth: She’s been asleep for hundreds 
of years longer than she should have been. 
Goddess in the Machine (Razorbill, $18.99, 
9781984835925) offers a vision of how 
society, technology and language will be 
transformed over time that’s thoughtful and 
inventive but never weighs down the emo-
tional urgency of Andra’s plight.

—Annie Metcalf

What are you most proud of in Goddess in the Machine?
The dialect of some of the characters is my own rendition of a futuristic 
English, based on trends in linguistic evolution. It 
was difficult to develop and a challenge to write in, 
but it’s been amazing to experience early readers 
using it to communicate with me.

A year from now, what impact do you hope your 
novel will have made on readers?
It would be cool if readers were using my futuristic 
dialect in casual conversation! I also hope the book 
helps readers realize the power of their words—the 
way that language literally creates and re-creates the 
world around us.

Lori M. Lee
When Sirscha’s best friend, Saengo, is killed 
in battle and Sirscha unexpectedly resur-
rects her, the awakening of Sirscha’s magical 
powers forces the two to undertake a dan-
gerous journey to the Dead Wood and its 
ruler, the ancient and mysterious Spider 
King. The horrors faced by the heroines 
of Forest of Souls (Page Street, $18.99, 
9781624149245) echo their inner conflicts 
as they confront terrifying spirits and bloody 
battles as well as fear, prejudice and loss.

—Tami Orendain

What do you hope readers will love about Forest of Souls?
I want the story to linger inside readers. I hope they 
will love the friendship between Sirscha and Saengo. 
It was really important to me to portray a friendship 
between girls that was unconditional and sweet but 
also real and complex. I hope that Sirscha’s path 
toward self-acceptance resonates as well.

When did you know you wanted to be a writer?
I wanted to be a writer from a very early age. I’ve 
always loved stories because they hold a very spe-
cific escapist kind of magic. Writing was my way of 
claiming that magic for myself.

Laura Wood
In the summer of 1929, Lou Trevelyan feels 
hemmed in by her small Cornwall town, 
under pressure to grow up and settle down, 
until she is swept into the intoxicating, 
glamorous world of the wealthy Cardew 
siblings. Wood creates an atmosphere in A 
Sky Painted Gold (Random House, $17.99, 
9780593127223) that readers can dive into 
headfirst. Lou’s whole world is tinted with 
an undercurrent of magic.

—Sarah Welch

What do you hope readers will love about A Sky Painted Gold?
Setting the book in the 1920s meant that I could go all out on the clothes 
and the music and the parties. It’s decadent, not just in the Gatsby- esque 
sense of the word, but in the pleasure it takes in small 
things, in warm seas and moonlit swims and the 
whisper of a silk dress.

How did you feel when you found out you were 
going to be published?
Stunned. I’d had the idea for such a long time, and it 
really is an amalgamation of all of my favorite things. 
I knew I would want to read it, but it’s a quiet book in a 
lot of ways—delicate, maybe a little old-fashioned—
so I wasn’t sure anyone would want to publish it.
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Rory Power
In the small town where her mom grew up, 
Margot uncovers darkness lurking in the poi-
sonous roots of her family tree. Whip-smart 
and suspenseful, Burn Our Bodies Down 
(Delacorte, $18.99, 9780525645627) builds 
to a fantastically unsettling resolution.

—Sharon Verbeten

What do you hope readers will love about 
Burn Our Bodies Down?
I hope they’ll love getting to hang out in 
the town of Phalene. It was a joy to create 

this run-down farming town in the middle of nowhere, full of secrets and 
creepy cornfields.

How was writing your second book different than 
your first book?
Burn Our Bodies Down was a more difficult book 
to construct. With Wilder Girls, I took great care to 
cut my characters off from the world, which meant I 
could bring in speculative elements without having 
to consider any response from law enforcement or 
the media, but Burn operates on a larger scale and 
interacts with the world around it, which was en-
tirely new to me.

Tanaz Bhathena
After her parents are murdered by the king’s 
army, Gul’s desire for vengeance could 
destroy the kingdom—and with it, everyone 
she has come to care about. Hunted by the 
Sky (FSG, $18.99, 9780374313098) is a medi-
eval India-inspired fantasy that’s beautiful, 
brutal, fresh and feminist.

—Kimberly Giarratano

What are you most proud of in Hunted by 
the Sky?
It’s in a completely different genre! I spent 10 

years focusing on contemporary fiction. I’d dabble in fantasy, but I never 
had the courage to write a whole novel—until now.

What themes have you carried forward from your 
previous books into this new novel?
Love and courage are common themes in all my 
novels, and they’re usually explored through flawed 
main characters. Gul is a fierce girl who loves deeply, 
but her mission of avenging her parents’ murders 
sets off a chain of events with disastrous conse-
quences. Love and courage bring out the best and 
the worst in us, even when we are aiming for great 
things.

Rachel Lynn Solomon
On the last day of high school, Rowan is de-
termined to beat her nemesis, Neil, in the 
annual senior class scavenger hunt. Today 
Tonight Tomorrow (Simon Pulse, $18.99, 
9781534440241) is a puzzle, a nostalgic re-
flection on a rite of passage and a delicious 
romance.

—Jill Ratzan

What do you hope readers will love about 
Today Tonight Tomorrow?
The slow burn of the rivals-to-lovers rela-

tionship! Rowan begins the book despising Neil, but over the course of 24 
hours, they share secrets and fears and a slow dance 
in an empty library. “Just kiss already” is what I hope 
readers will think as they turn the pages.

What themes have you carried forward from 
your previous books into this new novel?
Every female protagonist I write is ambitious and full 
of yearning, wanting something just out of reach. 
Rowan wants to write romance novels, a passion 
she hides because she’s been judged in the past. Her 
story is about gaining the confidence to embrace 
what she loves without shame.

Liara Tamani
Carli and Rex have promising basketball 
careers ahead of them, but their whirlwind 
romance is challenged by loss, grief and the 
pressure to succeed. All the Things We Never 
Knew (Greenwillow, $18.99, 9780062656919) 
offers a raw, honest portrait of the bond 
between two teens on and off the court.

—Olivia Rhee

What are you most proud of in All the 
Things We Never Knew?
I’m most proud that Carli and Rex’s love feels 

real. Experiencing love for the first time is such an overwhelming sensation. 
I remember feeling like every ounce of my teenage 
body was buzzing with it. But knowing the feeling 
and putting it into words are different. I had to dive 
deep into their psyches and find language to artic-
ulate the very specific love between Rex and Carli.

What’s one of your favorite things you’ve heard 
from readers since your first book, Calling My 
Name, was published?
Many teens have written me to say Calling My Name 
inspired them to be themselves, and every time, I’m 
filled with so much gratitude.
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The bad and the beautiful
Critically acclaimed YA author Deb Caletti explores the dark consequences of treating people like objects.

Sydney Reilly, nearly 16, is reluctantly spending the summer in a San Fran-
cisco beach-side mansion with her mother, Lila, a once famous actress 
whose star has dimmed, and Lila’s latest boyfriend, Jake, a realtor- turned-
art dealer who is both charismatic and 
controlling. Each chapter of Girl, Un-
framed opens with an excerpt from 
an evidence list, suggesting criminal 
stakes to the story, but Caletti keeps 
tensions high and readers guessing as 
to the crime, the victim and the perpe-
trator until the very end.

Can you talk about the unique struc-
ture of Girl, Unframed?
The format of the book is, very literal-
ly, Sydney speaking to someone else. I 
thought her story would be most pow-
erfully told using her own voice, con-
fessional and intimate. The first person 
limits you to what a character has ob-
served or overheard, but that sense 
of being a witness felt right. Keeping 
each line as conversational as possible 
meant reading a lot of it aloud as I went 
along. 

Did any real-life events inform the 
story? 
This book was the biggest, strangest, 
most uneasy merging of truth and my 
subconscious—more so than anything 
I’ve written. Girl, Unframed is loosely 
based on a true story: the murder of 
Johnny Stompanato, the husband of 
actress Lana Turner, by Lana’s daugh-
ter, Cheryl Crane, in 1958. What actu-
ally happened that night is still a mystery. Lana’s daughter was a 
teen at the time, and Lana, who was one of the biggest Hollywood 
stars back then, was a sex symbol/femme fatale. I’d kept an article 
about it in my “book ideas” file for years, and finally, the need to 
write it rose to the surface. 

But it was only after I started writing that I realized why Lana’s 
news clip had been in my file all those years, and why I made the 
creative choices I did. The story of Girl, Unframed has connec-
tions to my own family history I hadn’t been consciously aware 
of when I began. Both sides of my family have ties to San Fran-
cisco, but on my mother’s side, right during Lana’s time, there 
was criminal activity, dangerous relationships—and intergenera-
tional trauma and narcissistic beauty, too. Writing can be weirdly 
and uncomfortably insistent like that.

The relationship between Sydney and Lila is central to Girl, 
Unframed. How does it change over the course of the book, 
and why? What drew you to explore a relationship like theirs? 
I wanted to explore familial trauma, internalized misogyny and the way that 
people who are objectified can go on to treat others like objects. And as with 
all of my books, I was drawn to those themes out of a need to understand 
how they have played out in my own life. In my family history, going back 

many generations, ideas of beauty as currency, beauty as power, beauty as 
the only thing you had to wield in the world led to a nest of complications 
with sometimes dark ramifications. Many women and their daughters (and 

sons!) deal with the effects of this legacy. I hope readers will 
understand that objectification can come from many—and 
sometimes unexpected—people, and for very complicated 
reasons. Sydney eventually has to set her own firm boundary. 

I loved the way the novel uses real works of art to prompt 
Sydney’s evolving perspective on how women are both 
objectified and commodified. Did writing Girl, Unframed 
change the way you look at or think about art, or about 
particular works of art?
I love art and art history, and so I was already familiar with 
many of the paintings and the backgrounds of the artists I 
mention. I did learn new details, though. I often still think 
about a fact about Willem de Kooning that I mention in the 
book: When he was painting women, he’d often start with the 
mouth. He’d cut a woman’s lips from a cigarette ad in a mag-
azine, and then paste them on a canvas and paint around 
them. He didn’t know why he did it. But it’s haunting to me, 
the way the mouth was such a problem for him.  

Sydney imagines some life-changing “IT” that’s going to 
mark the beginning of her adult life. Do you remember 
feeling this way as a teen?
Oh, I definitely remember feeling that way. It’s such a great 
feeling—expansive and hopeful, the knowledge that your 

whole life is stretched in front of you, 
and that maybe something is about to 
magically arrive to make you different 
and somehow larger. I wanted to show 
the evolution of that feeling, how the 
world can bang it up and bruise it, 
but the best “IT,” your own person-
al power, is there all along. I wanted 
Sydney, especially as a young woman, 
to recognize that she was already 
large, and larger still after the things 
she survives.

Something Sydney begins to nav-
igate and confront in this book is 
the tension between the shame and 
pride she feels when others sexu-
alize or objectify her. What advice 
would you give someone who is 
navigating these complicated emo-
tions?
This is so hard. I’m not sure if I have 
even resolved those feelings myself. 
But I would want to tell them that 
their body and the decisions they 

make about their body are theirs. Whole, and beautiful, and theirs. 
—Norah Piehl

q&a | deb caletti

Girl, Unframed
Simon Pulse, $18 .99 

9781534426979
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our starred review of Girl, Unframed.
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H Something to Say
By Lisa Moore Ramée

Middle Grade

Jenae is content in her social solitude, having 
already realized that “the world is full of peo-
ple . . . who think fitting in is more important 
than being yourself.” However, her first day at 
John Wayne Junior High presents a challenge 
when her teacher announces that students 
must pair up to debate in front of the class.

Something to Say (Balzer + Bray, $16.99, 
9780062836717, ages 8 to 12), like Jenae 
herself, is quietly commanding. Lisa Moore 
Ramée’s breezy chapters fly by as she thought-
fully explores friendship, activism and other 
serious issues.

The heart of the story is the budding friend-
ship between Jenae and Aubrey, a new boy in 
school and her partner in the debate challenge. 
They bond over a fictional superhero but are 

otherwise 
total opposites. 
Aubrey is loud 
and energetic, 
and he couldn’t 
be more 
excited about 
the debate 
assignment.

Aubrey 
helps Jenae 
navigate her 
worries about 
her brother, 
whose athlet-
ic career has 
been sidelined 
by injury, and 
Jenae begins 
to appreciate the value of their friendship. But 
Jenae’s life becomes more complicated when 
her beloved grandfather, Gee, has a stroke, and 
her absentee father lets her down again.

Meanwhile, Jenae’s community 
is deciding whether to change her 
school’s name because of white 
supremacist comments made by 
the school’s namesake, an actor 
whom Gee admires. Community 
leaders want to rename it to honor 
Sylvia Mendez, the girl at the center 
of Mendez v. Westminster, a 1947 
school desegregation case that set a 
precedent used in Brown v. Board of 
Education. Ramée weaves this con-
flict into the story skillfully, avoiding 
didacticism while acknowledging 
why many people resist change.

As Jenae discovers her own power-
ful voice, she must overcome her fear 
of using it in order to spark positive 
change in her community. The book’s 

message about the importance of righting the 
wrongs of history and taking a stand for what 
you believe will resonate loud and clear.

—Alice Cary

 meet   JESSIE SIMA

In Jessie Sima’s Jules vs. the 
Ocean (Simon & Schuster, $17.99, 

9781534441682, ages 4 to 8), Jules 
is determined to impress her big 

sister by building the most excellent 
sandcastle ever, but the ocean 

keeps washing her efforts away. It’s 
a charming story of determination 

with a beachy twist perfect for 
summer reading. Sima is the author- 

illustrator of four previous picture 
books, including Not Quite Narwhal. 
She grew up in New Jersey and lives 

outside New York City.

How would you describe your book?

Who has been the biggest influence on your 
work?

Who was your childhood hero?

What books did you enjoy as a child?

What one thing would you like to learn to do?

What message would you like to send to  
young readers?
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