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HA Cowboy to  
Remember
NYC glamour meets Southern Califor-
nia dude ranch in Rebekah Weather-
spoon’s A Cowboy to Remember (Da-
fina, $7.99, 9781496725400). Suffering 
from amnesia after an accident, chef 
Evie Buchanan flies west to recover 
with the dazzling, successful Pleasant 
family, with whom she lived as a child. 
The three handsome brothers are ea-
ger for her to recover, and she has eyes 
for one, Zach, in particular. She sus-
pects that she and Zach could’ve had 
something before she left for culinary 
school, but Zach is slow to own up to 

their past—or his mistakes. Readers will root for Evie to reclaim her life, 
but it feels wrong to leave behind a blossoming romance. However, Evie 
has fought hard for her achievements, and walking away from them isn’t 
a win either. This is a pleasurable ride to happily ever after.

Engaged to the Earl
Lisa Berne offers a charming Regency romp 
with Engaged to the Earl (Avon, $7.99, 
9780062852359). Beautiful and determined 
Gwendolyn Penhallow believes she’s the luck-
iest girl in the world when she finds herself 
engaged to the Earl of Westenbury, the most 
handsome man she’s ever laid eyes on. She is 
even more delighted when an old friend and 
former neighbor, Christopher Beck, arrives in 
London. He’s soon brought into their social 
circle, and she finds herself as drawn to him as 
she was in her childhood. Since she’s promised 

to another, she can be content with a platonic closeness with Christo-
pher—or can she? Humor abounds in Berne’s witty, tongue-in-cheek ro-
mance. And her choice to tell the story through multiple viewpoints puts 
the reader in the center of the action, adding to the fast-paced fun. 

Forbidden Promises
Synithia Williams’ Forbidden Promises (HQN, 
$7.99, 9781335013248) lives up to its title. India 
Robidoux’s visit to her family home was sup-
posed to be a temporary stop in her career as 
a touring violinist. But her brother is in the 
middle of a political campaign, and soon she’s 
sucked into the family drama. That means fac-
ing her sister’s ex, Travis Strickland, an attorney 
from a humble part of town who is working on 
the campaign. Emotions, relationships and 
business are tangled in this soap opera-esque 
tale, and readers will find themselves unable to 

look away from Williams’ well-drawn and larger-than-life characters. It’s 
impossible not to enjoy this entertaining glimpse into a world of wealth, 
political ambition and familial loyalties.

 romance by christie ridgway        

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

“A bold, ambitious, beautifully written novel
about India in the decade after independence,

and about class, identity, love and deceit.”

—TOM BARBASH,
author of Stay Up With Me

Pick up your copy today! 
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In praise of the solitary artist
This thought-provoking meditation lifts up many writers  

and artists who have embraced seclusion.

Writer Fenton Johnson is a 
self-proclaimed solitary—un-
partnered, living alone, at home 
with his inner life. In At the Cen-
ter of All Beauty: Solitude and 
the Creative Life (Norton, $26.95, 
9780393608298), Johnson elegant-
ly blends memoir, philosophical 
musings and literary inquiry as 
he explores how other writers and 
artists have faced the challenge of 
“solving” loneliness by converting 
it into solitude. Looking at what it 
takes to live out-
side “coupledom” 
in a culture that 
values marriage 
and family above 
much else, he 
ponders the use-
fulness of the soli-
tary and seeks an-
swers in the lives 
and work of some 
who chose to live 
and create their 
art outside the pa-
rameters of what 
society deems 
“normal.”

Johnson grew 
up Catholic in rural Kentucky, 
down the road from the mon-
astery where the Trappist monk 
and mystic Thomas Merton se-
questered himself. But this book 
moves beyond religious traditions 
as Johnson seeks the expression 
of the spiritual through art. He 
turns to some of the most no-
table solitaries of the American 
canon—Whitman, Dickinson, 
Thoreau—to mine their work for 
guidance in the ways of solitude, 
discovering that each in their own 
way “lost the self to find the self.” 

Some solitaries, like Whitman, 
and later Henry James and Zora 
Neale Hurston, lived public-facing 
lives, while others, like Dickin-
son, were virtual hermits. Eudora 
Welty returned from the crush of 

New York to her quiet childhood 
home in Mississippi, creating a 
life of the imagination that was 
enviably rich. The great Benga-
li poet Rabindranath Tagore was 
the first non-European writer to 
win the Nobel Prize for Literature 
but increasingly took shelter from 
the public arena. Johnson also 
looks at the lives and work of mu-
sical genius Nina Simone, beloved 
street photographer Bill Cunning-
ham and painter Paul Cézanne to 

parse how they 
achieved their 
humanist visions 
while embracing 
solitude. 

Johnson con-
cludes that these 
outlier writers 
and artists (and 
he proudly counts 
himself in their 
company) “un-
derstood com-
mitment as well 
as or better than 
any marriage 
vow. . . . Their life-
long selfless prac-

tice rooted itself in their fecund, 
uneasy difference: their queerness 
and their solitude. These writ-
ers and artists took unbreakable 
vows to their art.” Through this art, 
Johnson finds, they show us that 
the solitude that many fear is an 
illusion.

Somewhat counterintuitively 
in a book about solitude, Johnson 
is a congenial and companion-
able guide, ushering us through 
the thicket of loneliness and into 
the clearing of solitude. He writes 
with grace, insight and humility. 
At the Center of All Beauty has 
great appeal even for those who 
may not fashion themselves as 
solitaries but who nonetheless 
crave more contemplation and 
self-awareness in their lives.

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-related and, increasingly, plant-related.

well read | by robert weibezahl

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.

HMeals, Music, 
and Muses
“Cooking without a song—in 
your heart, if nothing else—is 
like cooking without salt and 
pepper,” writes chef Alexan-
der Smalls in Meals, Music, 
and Muses (Flatiron, $35, 
9781250098092). Here, recipes 
grounded in the culinary tradi-
tions of the African American 
South are grouped according 
to the “seven styles of African 
American music that set the 

bass line for this medley of meals.” Fried sweet white corn and a salad 
of field greens and black-eyed peas are among the “green things” that 
Smalls associates with gospel music; rice, pasta and grits are the stuff of 
spirituals. Roast quail, pan-fried rabbit, pork loin roasts? Divas, all. There 
are biscuits and beans and pie to the tune of jazz, opera, jukebox music 
and serenades (sweet endings), with the pleasure of Smalls’ storytelling 
along the way to deepen the flavor.

How to Wash the Dishes
How is it that reading a book on washing the 
dishes could offer such pleasure? How to Wash 
the Dishes (Roost, $14.95, 9781611807622), by 
Seattle design and architectural bookstore own-
er Peter Miller, is a tiny, perfect book that offers 
just what its title proclaims, with a side dish 
of calm. In serene and measured prose, Miller 
reminds us that “washing the dishes in a sink, 
with clean, warm water, is a luxury” and “a task 
of order and of health and hygiene.” Also, to no 
small degree, “every time you wash the dishes 
is an opportunity to practice mindfulness and 

to reduce waste.” Great satisfaction can come from holding fast to these 
truths and focusing on the task at hand, not rushing, not thinking too 
much of other things.

The Complete Language of Flowers
Flower lovers will marvel at S. Theresa 
Dietz’s The Complete Language of Flow-
ers (Wellfleet, $22.99, 9781577151906), an 
A to Z of flowers and plants listing symbol-
ic meanings, possible powers, folklore and 
facts. The flowers are alphabetized by Latin 
name, which lends this volume an air of the 
exotic, but the book’s handy index is proba-
bly where you’ll start when you want to find 
out what your snake plant might do for you 
(protection) or what bluebonnets represent 

(forgiveness, self-sacrifice and survival). This guide could be helpful for 
writers and artists seeking to infuse their work with floral imagery, or for 
designers and gardeners planning a project. But it’s also simply a gorgeous 
conversation piece, the perfect addition to a spring coffee table vignette.
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The Deep

The “unsinkable” Titanic has engendered story upon story. What is 
less known is that the Titanic had a sister ship, the Britannic, that out-
lived its sibling by only four years. Alma Katsu’s latest thriller, The Deep 
(Putnam, $27, 9780525537908), weaves together narratives of the two 
doomed luxury liners through the experiences of Annie Hebbley, who 
sailed on them both. Annie served as a maid/stewardess on the Titanic 
in 1912, then as a nurse on the Britannic in 1916 after it was convert-
ed into a wartime hospital ship. In between postings, she spent several 
years in an asylum and at first, Annie remembers almost nothing of the 
iceberg crash she experienced on the Titanic, or its aftermath. But then 
her memories of seemingly paranormal experiences on the doomed 
ship start to return. She is not unlike Jack Nicholson’s character in The 
Shining, a none-too-together person who’s drawn toward the occult 

somewhat against her will. The reader will wonder whether the evidence of the supernatural are just 
figments of Annie’s imagination or something more sinister. And even though you know what will hap-
pen—these ships are gonna go down—it does not diminish the eerie suspense one iota.

The Holdout
Los Angeles, 2009: A jury remains deadlocked in the trial of African Ameri-
can teacher Bobby Nock, accused of murdering 15-year-old student Jessica 
Silver. The evidence is pretty overwhelming, and 11 jurors agree on a guilty 
verdict, but Maya Seale, juror number 12, disagrees. One by one, the oth-
er jurors come around to her way of thinking, and Bobby is acquitted. In 
the second story arc of Graham Moore’s gripping legal thriller The Holdout 
(Random House, $28, 9780399591778), we fast forward to 2019, by which 
time several jurors have expressed their reservations about Nock’s acquit-
tal. The 10-year anniversary of the crime occasions a TV documentary on 
the alleged murderer, the trial and the jurors. One juror in particular, Rick 
Leonard, strongly regrets his acquittal vote and embarks on a mission to 
find the evidence that will prove Bobby guilty. He doesn’t get far into his 
quest before he is murdered—in Maya’s hotel room. While the earlier crime 

drama is revisited on network TV, a rather more pressing contemporary crime drama unfolds as Maya 
attempts to prove her innocence. Have your page-turning fingers limbered up, because The Holdout 
will give them a workout.

The Last Passenger
After establishing PI Charles Lenox in about a dozen mystery novels, author 
Charles Finch penned a prequel series chronicling the early adventures of 
the detective. The third and final installment, The Last Passenger (Mino-
taur, $27.99, 9781250312204), takes place in 1855 London, where a dead 
body has been found in a train car in Paddington Station. The victim has 
the look of a member of the gentry, but every piece of evidence that could 
lead to his identification has been painstakingly removed. As often happens 
in mysteries, an overworked and plodding policeman enlists the help of 
the urbane PI in solving the crime, and the PI develops an entirely differ-
ent take on the situation. Finch’s plotting is excellent, his characters well 
developed, but it is his prose that truly shines. He evokes the writing style 
of 19th-century English authors—Wilkie Collins jumps to mind—lending a 
degree of authenticity to the narrative found in comparatively few historical 

novels. Finch also incorporates then-contemporary international politics, especially the burgeoning 
abolitionist movement in the U.S., in this exceptional and atmospheric mystery.

HThe Bramble and the 
Rose
Rural noir has roots dating back at least to 
James M. Cain, and writers such as James 
Lee Burke, C.J. Box and Attica Locke carry 
on the tradition today, exposing readers to 
the dark side of country life (and death). 
Tom Bouman, a relative newcomer to the 
scene, scored big with his 2014 debut, Dry 
Bones in the Valley, which won the pres-
tigious Edgar Award for best first novel 
that year. His latest, The Bramble and the 
Rose (Norton, $25.95, 9780393249668), is 
third in the series featuring small-town 
cop Henry Farrell. Henry’s town, Wild 
Thyme, Pennsylvania, has indeed provid-
ed a wild time for retired PI Carl Dentry, 
and not in a good way. His decapitated 
body has been discovered in some near-
by woods, the severed head secreted in 
the hollow of a tree. When Henry’s ex is 
murdered before she can tell him some-
thing she knows about Dentry’s murder, 
Henry finds himself the main suspect in 
the case. And as he delves further into the 
growing number of mysteries that plague 
his small town, he becomes not only the 
chief suspect but also the target of per-
son or persons unknown. There is a free-
form stream-of-consciousness element to 
Henry’s first-person narration that is very 
appealing—world-weary yet cautiously 
optimistic.

whodunit   by bruce tierney

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.

Sign up for our mystery newsletter at BookPage.com/enews.
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Living between the lines 
Four standout biographies of American female writers  

will both inspire and foster excellent discussion for  
reading groups during Women’s History Month.

Tracy Daugherty’s The Last 
Love Song: A Biography of Joan 
Didion (St. Martin’s Griffin, 
$19.99, 9781250105943) chroni-
cles the life of essayist, journalist 
and fiction writer Didion, who 
made her name in the 1960s with 
era-defining works like Slouch-
ing Towards Bethlehem and The 
White Album. The first biography 
on Didion, Daugherty’s brisk and 
fluid book contains a plethora of 
interesting topics for conversa-
tion, from the gender dynamics 
of Didion’s carefully constructed 
literary persona to the impact of 
her home state of California on 

her outlook and writing as they 
both evolved over the course of 
the 1960s and ’70s.

In Shirley Jackson: A Rather 
Haunted Life (Liveright, $17.95, 
9781631493416), Ruth Frank-
lin sheds new light on the back-
ground of visionary fiction author 
Jackson, who wrote the famously 
creepy novel The Haunting of Hill 
House (the basis for the 2018 Net-
flix series). Along the way, Franklin 
traces the roots of Jackson’s dark 
aesthetic, which mined the quiet 
tensions of wifehood in postwar 
America and specifically her own 
tumultuous marriage to create 
chilling psychological horror. How 
much have things improved for 
women, and specifically female 
artists? Ask your group, if you dare.

Caroline Fraser’s Prairie Fires: 
The American Dreams of Lau-

ra Ingalls Wilder (Picador, $22, 
9781250182487) proves that Wild-
er’s life was a lot tougher and 
more complicated than she de-
picted in her Little House books. 
Using rare source materials, Fras-
er documents the financial hard-
ships, risky farm enterprises and 
vagaries of nature that dogged the 
Wilder and Ingalls families. Fras-
er’s Pulitzer Prize-winning biogra-
phy raises tricky questions of how 
American history has often been 
romanticized rather than truth-
fully portrayed. If you have any 
die-hard Little House fans in your 
group, make sure they’re ready for 

a no-holds-barred reevaluation of 
the classic series and the family 
that inspired it.

Looking for Lorraine: The Ra-
diant and Radical Life of Lor-
raine Hansberry (Beacon, $17.95, 
9780807039830) by Imani Perry 
is an impassioned investigation 
of Hansberry, who deserves to be 
remembered for much more than 
her iconic play, A Raisin in the Sun. 
Hansberry used her platform to 
promote civil rights and support 
African leaders fighting against 
colonialism, and she joined one 
of the first lesbian organizations 
in America. (Hansberry was mar-
ried to activist Robert B. Nemiroff 
but identified as a lesbian.) Like 
Didion’s, Hansberry’s life can spur 
conversation about many fasci-
nating, thorny aspects of midcen-
tury America.

book clubs | by julie hale

A BookPage reviewer since 2003, Julie Hale selects the best new  
paperback releases for book clubs every month.

THE LUCKY ONE
by Lori Rader-Day
“A brilliant premise intriguingly  
developed, totally believable  
characters and a climax that took 
my breath away.”
—ANN CLEEVES,
New York Times bestselling author

MERCY HOUSE 
by Alena Dillon
“Never underestimate the power of a 

group of women. Fierce, thoughtful 

and dramatic—this is a story of true 

courage.”
—SUSAN WIGGS,
New York Times bestselling author

THE FORGOTTEN LETTERS OF 
ESTHER DURRANT 

A cache of unsent love letters from 

the 1950s is found in a suitcase on a 

remote island in this mysterious love 

story...

THE SEA OF LOST GIRLS
by  Carol Goodman

A twisty, harrowing story set at a  

prestigious prep school in which one  

woman’s carefully hidden past might  

destroy her future.

t  @Morrow_PB   t @bookclubgirl 
f  William Morrow   I Book Club Girl

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 P R I N G
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HSuch a Fun Age 
In Kiley Reid’s debut novel, 
Such a Fun Age (Penguin Au-
dio, 10 hours), Emira is a black 
woman babysitting for a white 
family while figuring out what 
to do with her life. Late one 
night, while perusing a super-
market’s aisles with the family’s 
toddler, she is accused of kid-
napping. In this intense scene, 
the listener is put in the shoes 

of a young black woman who may be sent to jail—or worse—for some-
thing so obviously unjust. Emira’s name is cleared, but the event shifts 
her relationship with her employer. The mom, Alix, wants Emira to view 
her as a trusted friend while continuing to treat her like a servant. When 
someone from Alix’s past gets tangled up in Emira’s life, things get even 
crazier. Narrator Nicole Lewis so effortlessly switches between Emira and 
Alix that I thought there were two narrators. This is a thoroughly fun lis-
ten with the feel of a good gossip sesh, but it’s also an utterly current 
take on race and class in America with the power to transform how many 
listeners view and react to the subtle cues of racism.

Tightrope
With Tightrope: Americans Reaching for 
Hope (Random House Audio, 10 hours), Pu-
litzer Prize winners Nicholas D. Kristof and 
Sheryl WuDunn address the devastating chal-
lenges faced by working-class Americans as 
they attempt to gain an even footing, let alone 
try to achieve the American dream. The book 
narrows in on real stories, tells us where we 

went wrong as a country and offers hopeful solutions—if we’ll only listen 
and make a change. Listening to the audiobook feels like bingeing a few 
great episodes of “This American Life.” Personal stories from blue-collar 
America show the lives behind the statistics and make their struggles hard 
to ignore. Actor Jennifer Garner, narrating an audiobook for the first time, 
lends an emotional weight to these harrowing stories.

Loveboat, Taipei
Abigail Hing Wen’s fun and exciting Love-
boat, Taipei (HarperAudio, 11 hours) follows 
18-year-old dancer Ever Wong, an Ohio-
raised teen who has little in common with 
her Chinese parents. She feels pressured by 
them to go to medical school instead of pur-
suing her love for dance and choreography. 
When they send her to Taipei to study Chi-
nese during the summer before college, she 

thinks she’s being punished. Instead, she discovers a thrilling world run 
by smart, creative teenagers where love connections abound. Narrator 
Emily Woo Zeller navigates a large cast of characters from multiple coun-
tries and regions and captures Ever’s earnest passion and inner turmoil.

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

Sign up for our audio newsletter at BookPage.com/enews.

audio    by anna zeitlin        

READ BY SUSAN ERICKSEN

In the latest thriller in the  
#1 New York Times bestselling series, 

homicide detective Eve Dallas  
investigates a murder with  
a mysterious motive—and  

a terrifying weapon.

READ BY ELLA TURENNE

“I finished A Good  Neighborhood   
in a single sitting. Yes, it’s that good.”

—Jodi Picoult, #1 New York Times  
bestselling author

READ BY A FULL CAST

“[A] brilliant debut novel... 
irresistibly suspenseful.”  

—Joyce Carol Oates 

BRITTANY PRESSLEY 

“Oona Out of Order is a  
delightfully freewheeling romp.”

—Booklist

READ BY SCOTT BRICK 

“Berry has called Dan Brown  
and raised him, taking the lead  

in the big-money game of  
the religious-relic thriller.”

—Booklist

AVAILABLE FROM       MACMILLAN AUDIO  

Warm Up with These  
COOL STORIES
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feature | the hold list

Edmond Dantès 
from The Count of 
Monte Cristo
By Alexandre Dumas

I have long resigned myself 
to my own lack of apoca-
lypse survival skills. I can’t 
run without getting wind-
ed. I don’t have combat 
skills. I can’t farm or dress 
wounds or build shelter or 
tools. In truth, I would be 
among the first to go—un-
less I aligned myself with 
someone wealthy and 
powerful. Edmond Dantès 
is the perfect choice: rich, 
scrappy and weirdly fix-
ated on avenging himself 
against those who have 
wronged him. We could 
quite comfortably wait 
out the apocalypse from 
inside his château. And if 
that fails, the man owns 
his own island. Everybody 
knows zombies can’t 
swim, so a quick yacht 
ride to the Island of Monte 
Cristo would solve our 
little army-of-the-undead 
problem.

—Christy, Associate Editor

Sabriel from  
Sabriel
By Garth Nix

Like many of my col-
leagues, my talents are 
perhaps better suited to 
rebuilding the world after 
the zombie apocalypse 
than surviving it in the 
first place. That’s why I 
need someone like Sabriel 
on my team, and not only 
because she possesses 
a bandoleer of seven magi-
cal bells with the power 
to send the dead back 
through the nine gates of 
death to their final rest, al-
though I acknowledge that 
will come in handy. But 
Sabriel is also resourceful, 
adept at other forms of 
magic, brave and kind. 
As we make our way to a 
population-sparse area 
like—ha, as if I’d tell you 
my plans—I know she’ll 
leave me behind only if 
she absolutely has to, and 
if I get bitten, she’ll make 
my death swift and ensure 
I stay dead.
—Stephanie, Associate Editor

Frank Mackey 
from Faithful 
Place
By Tana French

My biggest fear wouldn’t 
be zombies, as they are 
usually stupid. I’m more 
afraid of humans in a crisis, 
as they are, historically, 
the worst. And that’s why 
I want Irish undercover 
cop Frank Mackey on my 
team. First introduced in 
Tana French’s The Likeness, 
Frank becomes the central 
character in Faithful Place, 
which puts his ability to 
pursue multiple, some-
times conflicting objec-
tives—while manipulating 
almost everyone around 
him—to the hardest test, 
as he has to do it to his own 
dysfunctional family. If he 
can do that and emerge 
(somewhat) in one piece, 
he’d easily survive the 
human chaos of an apoc-
alypse. Frank is also funny 
as hell, so we’d have some 
laughs while trying not to 
die.
—Savanna, Associate Editor

Vasya from  
The Bear and the 
Nightingale
By Katherine Arden

To give myself a real shot at 
living through this, I need a 
partner with knowledge of 
mythical and otherworldly 
situations, as well as the 
powers to match—and I 
need her to live in the mid-
dle of nowhere. In Kath-
erine Arden’s debut novel, 
headstrong young Vasya is 
an heir to old magic and 
has the abilities to protect 
her family from dangers 
that are plucked straight 
out of folklore. She’s got a 
great attitude—which I’ll 
appreciate when I get upset 
about the situation—and 
she excels at riding horses 
and saving people, so we’ll 
get along great. We’ll treat 
the apocalypse like it’s a 
long winter night, hidden 
away so deeply in the wil-
derness of northern Russia 
that we might not even 
notice when the end of the 
world is over.

—Cat, Deputy Editor

Captain Woodrow 
F. Call from  
Lonesome Dove
By Larry McMurtry

Genre-bending is prom-
inent in today’s cultural 
landscape. From rock 
with hip-hop beats to 
Mexican-Korean fusion, 
the lines have dissolved. 
All of these hybrids make 
me think that a cowboy 
would feel right at home 
in the zombie apocalypse, 
and Captain Woodrow 
F. Call—brave, strong, 
levelheaded and loyal to 
the bone—is the paragon 
of cowboy-ness. Take, for 
example, when Call saves 
Newt, the youngest mem-
ber of the Hat Creek Outfit, 
from a soldier harassing 
him. Call beats the man to 
a pulp until Gus McCrae 
has to lasso him off. The 
only explanation Call offers 
for this violent outburst: 
“I hate rude behavior in a 
man. I won’t tolerate it.” 
Just imagine what the man 
would do to a zombie!

—Eric, Editorial Intern

Zombie apocalypse survival teammate
In the event of a zombie apocalypse, it would be wise to have a plan in place. Perhaps most importantly, who would be on your 

team? We’ve picked our preferred partners—magical powers are allowed, but no dragons, bears or mythical beasts!

Each month, BookPage staff share special reading lists—our personal favorites, old and new. 
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Everything I Know About Love 
By Dolly Alderton  
Harper, $22.99, 9780062968784

Dolly Alderton recounts her many mishaps—
including a drunken evening when she thought 
she was in Oxford, not London—through es-
says, satirical emails and recipes. Alderton 
isn’t afraid to share unflattering moments or to 
laugh at herself, and readers may find solace in 
realizing they aren’t alone at the party.

—Carla Jean Whitley

What kind of reader do you think will most 
enjoy your book? 
Someone who is after riot and revelation in 
equal measure from an imperfect antiheroine. 

What is one thing in your book that’s true 
that readers may think you made up?
That I took a taxi across 100 miles at 4 a.m. 
Both me and my student bank account over-
draft wish that was a made-up anecdote.
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Barry Sonnenfeld, Call Your  
Mother  By Barry Sonnenfeld
Hachette, $29, 9780316415613 

Barry Sonnenfeld, legendary cinematographer 
and director, does more than name-drop or re-
call Hollywood vignettes in this funny, wry and 

thoroughly entertaining memoir. Sonnenfeld 
is, above all, a storyteller, and while his own 
journey from a skinny, French horn-playing 
kid to a successful director drives the breezy 
narrative, he takes time to bring supporting 
characters irreverently to life.

—Deborah Hopkinson

What kind of reader do you think will most 
enjoy your book?
Readers looking for a surprisingly good time. 
Or a sad time. Anyone interested in films and 
how they ever get made.

What is one thing in your book that’s true that 
readers may think you made up?
There are so many unbelievable but true 
things: Being paged at Madison Square Gar-
den during a Jimi Hendrix performance; sur-
viving a plane crash; surviving my mother’s 
cooking; being bar mitzvah’d in a Catholic 
church; selling M.C. Hammer my ’62 Lincoln 
Continental; becoming a successful director.
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Strung Out  By Erin Khar   
Park Row, $27.99, 9780778309734

Any book about addiction is actually a book 
about feelings and the lengths that people who 
are suffering will go to avoid feeling them. Erin 
Khar’s memoir is a compassionate account of 
her illness and will surely be the gold standard 
for women writing about heroin addiction.

—Jessica Wakeman

What kind of reader do you think will most 
enjoy your book?
Definitely memoir readers and fans of addic-
tion and recovery narratives. But beyond that, 
anyone who is interested in understanding 
what is at the heart of the opioid crisis.

What is one thing in your book that’s true that 
readers may think you made up?
I think it’s hard for people to believe that I was 

able to hide my addiction for as long as I did, 
but the people who were closest to me were 
absolutely shocked when I went to rehab. In 
my teenage years, I didn’t display the “warning 
signs” of addiction. I got straight A’s in school, 
participated in lots of extracurricular activities 
and had plenty of friends. We have ideas about 
what a drug addict looks like or acts like, but 
the truth is addiction can happen to anyone, 
can look like anyone.
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Young Heroes of the Soviet Union 
By Alex Halberstadt  
Random House, $28, 9781400067060

Beginning with childhood memories of his 
parents’ troubled marriage and divorce, re-
sentment toward his absent father and 
embarrassment over grandparents who 
made no effort to conceal their foreignness, 
Russian American author Alex Halberstadt 
slowly pulls away the curtain draped over his 
family’s unhappiness. What he finds is star-
tling: a grandfather who served as a bodyguard 
to Stalin, and who became known to Halber-
stadt as a fragile man who still wrestles with 
the truth of the atrocities he at least witnessed, 
if not perpetrated.

—Anna Spydell

What kind of reader do you think will most 
enjoy your book?
I think my book would particularly ap-
peal to readers interested in family stories, 
20th-century history, Russia, the Holocaust, 
immigration and intergenerational trauma.

What is one thing in your book that’s true that 
readers may think you made up?
My grandfather was very likely Stalin’s last 
living bodyguard and for years operated as a 
double agent, splitting his loyalties between 
Stalin and the head of the Soviet secret police, 
Lavrenty Beria. Some days it seems unbeliev-
able to me, too.

cover story | memoir march

Stranger  than fiction

10

Eight groundbreaking new memoirists share           which parts of their true stories will be hardest to believe.
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I’ve Been Wrong Before  
By Evan James  
Atria, $17, 9781501199646

The ragged ways we fall in and out of relation-
ships are at the center of these dazzling autobi-
ographical essays, as Evan James ponders the 
complexities of love, lust, sexuality and longing 
against the backdrop of his world travels.

—Henry L. Carrigan Jr.

What kind of reader do you think will most 
enjoy your book?
A reader with an open mind and a sense of cu-
riosity about life in all its absurdity. A reader 
who wants to have a laugh while reading about 
world travel, past lives, psychic mothers, drag 
queens, drugs, dating, ghosts, day jobs.

What is one thing in your book that’s true that 
readers may think you made up?
Readers might find it incredible that I’ve had 
so many fascinating love affairs—or that I was, 
apparently, Lord Byron in a past life.
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Counterpoint  By Philip Kennicott  
Norton, $26.95, 9780393635362

Philip Kennicott’s engrossing memoir explores 
his impressions of his late mother. But even 
more than these grief-stricken reflections, it 

is Kennicott’s intimate insights into the way 
Bach’s music speaks to all our lives as they wind 
their way toward our inevitable deaths that 
makes this book an unforgettable triumph.

—Kelly Blewett
 
What kind of reader do you think will most 
enjoy your book?
If you’ve ever taken music lessons or studied 
an instrument, I think you will love this book. 
But this is also a book about something we all 
know or will know in life: the pain of losing 
someone close to us. Grief brings us meaning, 
it makes life more intense, and it makes us im-
patient with silly, trivial things. It binds us to 
other human beings. I hope those things are of 
universal interest to readers.
 
What is one thing in your book that’s true that 
readers may think you made up?
One day I went on a long walk and heard a 
strange flapping in the grass along the roadside. 
It was a bird caught up in some kind of netting 
or plastic. I managed to free it, and it flew away. I 
thought, what a cliché. And then I thought, well, 
it happened, so I included it in the book.
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Minor Feelings  By Cathy Park Hong  
One World, $27, 9781984820365

Cathy Park Hong offers a fierce excavation of 
her hardships as an Asian American woman 
living and working as a poet and artist. Histor-
ical traumas and cultural criticism are woven 
through this erudite collection of personal es-
says on family, art history, female relationships 
and racial awareness.

—Sarojini Seupersad

What kind of reader do you think will most 
enjoy your book?
I’m writing directly to Asian Americans, rath-
er than writing about Asian Americans to a 
white audience. But I think so many peo-
ple would enjoy this book: other people of 

color, immigrants, women, millennials, the 
curious-minded, people who don’t mind being 
challenged.

What is one thing in your book that’s true that 
readers may think you made up?
That I had a brief and unfortunate foray into 
stand-up comedy.

©
 K

EN
ZI

E 
AL

LE
N

Children of the Land
By Marcelo Hernandez Castillo  
Harper, $28.99, 9780062825599

Marcelo Hernandez Castillo’s powerful, poeti-
cally infused memoir adds a soul-searing voice 
to the canon of contemporary immigration 
narratives. Undocumented as he crossed over 
the desert into California as a child, temporar-
ily blind from the stress, he grows up riddled 
with the shame of his family’s invisibility.

—Priscilla Kipp

What kind of reader do you think will most 
enjoy your book?
I don’t think I could say who will enjoy my book 
most, but perhaps I could say who might get 
the most out of my book. I am not afraid of crit-
ics looking from the outside in (I can shut away 
that noise) but rather of disappointing people 
who share similar experiences with me.

What is one thing in your book that’s true that 
readers may think you made up?
I think it might be difficult for readers to accept 
how little healing there is in the book, and they 
may think I cherry-picked only the most emo-
tionally difficult parts of my life with the belief 
that it would automatically translate into empa-
thy for the reader. I truly wish that were the case, 
that somewhere out there, I’m living a life where 
I’ve moved on and put all of this behind me. I 
was always keenly aware of presenting joy that 
is at times enmeshed with grief.

cover story | memoir march

Stranger  than fiction

+ Visit BookPage.com to read full reviews 
of these great memoirs.

Eight groundbreaking new memoirists share           which parts of their true stories will be hardest to believe.
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As Bess Kalb shares anecdotes about her beloved grandmother 
from her West Coast home, an odd thing happens outside the win-
dow of her East Coast interviewer’s home. A bright red cardinal ap-
pears on the branch of a nearby tree, a sudden splash of color against 
the snowy landscape. Some believe a cardinal’s arrival symbolizes 
a visit from a departed loved one—and readers of Kalb’s poignant, 
often hilarious tribute to her late grandmother, Nobody Will Tell You 
This but Me, will likely agree that if any spirit would have that sort of 
power, Bobby Bell’s would.

“I wouldn’t put it past her,” Kalb agrees. “I like to think she would 
come back as a fabulous bird in her perfect shade of red lipstick.”

Kalb, an Emmy-nominated comedy writer for “Jimmy Kimmel 
Live!,” explains that the inspiration for the book began at her grand-
mother’s funeral. “I was wondering what she would think about all 
of this,” Kalb recalls. “As a way to just make it through the grueling 
ordeal of a beloved family member’s funeral, I had a running com-
mentary in my head from her as she was lying feet away from me. I 
was hearing her go, ‘Oh, God. Look at how much they’re shoveling.’”

Bobby Bell was such a beloved force of nature that when she died 

at age 90 in 2017, she had two funerals—one in New York, where she 
spent much of her life, and another in Massachusetts, where she is 
buried. “At both of those services,” Kalb says, “I delivered a eulogy 
in her voice. It was a way to bring her back right away and to let her 
speak for herself. I thought the most appropriate way to do it was to 
give her the last word.”

At one service, Kalb read the transcript of a voicemail from her 
grandmother, recalling how, when Kalb was an infant, Bobby would 
fly from Florida to New York each week to care for her while Kalb’s 
mother, a physician, worked. “It was actually two voicemails be-
cause she was interrupted halfway through by a call waiting, which 
she would always take,” Kalb says. At the other service, Kalb deliv-
ered “a more freewheeling description” of how her grandmother re-
peatedly waited beside her preschool door in an effort to calm her 
fearful, 4-year-old self. 

After the funeral, Kalb continued to write in her grandmother’s 
voice. And once, while speaking by phone with her grandfather, Kalb 
began impersonating her grandmother, telling him what his wife 
would have said. “He just got quiet,” Kalb says. “I remember think-
ing, if I can make her feel present again for him, then maybe there is 
something to this.”

After challenging herself to write Bobby’s story in Bobby’s own 
voice, Kalb emailed a sample to her literary agent, who responded 
enthusiastically. “And lo and behold,” Kalb recalls, “those 40 pages 
are the first 40 pages of the book.”

This lively, unique book describes Bobby’s rags-to-riches life, be-
ginning with a penniless birth on a dining room table in a Brooklyn 
tenement. Bobby’s mother (Kalb’s great-grandmother) had left her 
family at age 12, emigrating alone from Tsarist Russia to the United 
States in the face of religious persecution. Bobby and her husband, 

Hank (who still lectures 
at Columbia University), 
worked tirelessly, earn-
ing a fortune in real es-
tate developments and 
sometimes dodging Ma-
fia bosses. These family 
stories unfold in nonlin-
ear fashion, interspersed 

with frequent exchanges between grandmother and granddaugh-
ter: some real, many imagined.

Kalb readily admits that her book is hard to categorize, since it isn’t 
truly a memoir. “I was aware of how many ethical lines I was crossing 
throughout. I don’t want [the book] to be taken at face value as her 
words and her telling of her life story. It is mine, and it is through the 
lens of my relationship with her. This is an act of ventriloquism more 
than it is reportage.”

As her grandmother’s “humble scribe,” Kalb spent 
hours with her mother and 
grandfather after Bobby’s death, 
trying to fill 
in any gaps 
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Grandmother knows best
In a remarkable act of literary ventriloquism, a TV comedy writer  

brings her late grandmother back to life.
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in the stories she heard growing up. “It ended up being a really, real-
ly therapeutic way of saying goodbye while also getting to know her 
again,” Kalb says. “In many ways I feel like I understand my grand-
mother better than I did when she was alive. Getting inside her head 
and walking in her beautiful Ferragamo shoes . . . was an important 
way of connecting with her that I actually didn’t get to do in her life.” 
Kalb calls the final product a “Russian doll of a memoir, in that it’s a 
story within a story within a story . . . an intergenerational container 
for many lives.”

In the epilogue, during a brief, imagined conversation between 
Kalb and her grandmother, Bobby cautions, “I’m in a box in the 
ground. You’re putting words in my mouth. In a dead woman’s 
mouth.” In response, Kalb asks, “Are you angry?”

When questioned about whether she thinks her grandmother 
would approve, Kalb quips, “I think she’d go, ‘Oh, God. I hope some-
body reads it other than your mother.’”

Ironically, Kalb’s mother—whose often fraught relationship with 
Bobby forms a centerpiece of the narrative—has yet to read the book, 
calling it “too painful.” Kalb says that after reading several pages of 
the manuscript, she paid her daughter’s writing perhaps the greatest 
compliment possible, saying, “That’s Grandma.”

This formidable grandmother was hardly shy about offering opin-
ions, such as, “Never mind what you like—would it kill you to wear 
some color every once in a while? . . . Why don’t you take down my 
credit card number and go to Bloomingdale’s and buy yourself some 
nice things that aren’t morose.”

Despite such comical exchanges, Kalb asserts that her grandmother 
defies the stereotype of the overbearing Jewish grandmother, which 
Kalb says “misses the dimensionality of her 
character and her point of view. My grandma 
was opinionated because she had some really 
great opinions.” Kalb says her grandma’s con-
stant guidance helped shape her as both a writer 
and a person. Not 
surprisingly, Kalb 
is no shrinking vio-

let herself—in fact, President Trump blocked her on Twitter after she 
made a series of jokes about him.

Kalb calls her comedy writing for Jimmy Kimmel “the greatest job 
of my life,” adding, “I don’t think I would have been able to write 
this book if I didn’t have the training that I had as a daily TV writer.” 
Not only did she write the book while working full time, she was also 
pregnant with her infant son, to whom the book is dedicated—an 
honor he shares, of course, with Bobby.

Kalb finished writing Nobody Will Tell You This but Me with “heav-
ing sobs,” finding it painful to once again have to say goodbye. Now, 
however, Kalb loves seeing her grandmother come alive for readers, 
saying, “It adds a whole new dimension to the reconjuring of a wom-
an I loved.”

Not surprisingly, Kalb continues to hear her grandmother’s voice, 
often in dreams that she describes as “this sort of weird Grandma A.I. 
in my brain.” If, for example, she stresses about her baby not sleep-
ing through the night, she hears Bobby advising, “You shut the door. 
You have a glass of wine. Everyone will live.” Kalb laughs, admitting 
she has no idea what her grandmother might actually have said on 
that subject.

“I think that’s what I miss most now,” Kalb continues. “I really 
have to sort of recobble together her wisdom from the toolkit she 
gave me.” 

No doubt Bobby Bell would beam proudly as her granddaughter 
reiterates her grief. Says Kalb, “As much as during my adolescence 
and teenage years, I felt like maybe I was being pushed—God, what 
I wouldn’t give for another push right now.”

—Alice Cary

interview | bess kalb

“My grandma was 
opinionated because 
she had some really 

great opinions.”

Nobody Will Tell You This but Me
Knopf, $25, 9780525654711

Memoir
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Murder, he wrote
A killer takes their inspiration from classic mysteries  

in Peter Swanson’s wickedly clever new thriller. 

Malcolm “Mal” Kershaw’s days are steeped 
in mystery. He’s a constant reader and recom-
mender of the genre and, after many years as 
a bookseller, now co-owns Old Devils Book-
store along with a mystery author. Mal’s home 
is austere, his routines simple, his days mostly 
ordinary. 

But then: FBI agent Gwen Mulvey shows 
up at the store to ask about three homicides 
reminiscent of those in Agatha Christie’s The 
A.B.C. Murders. Years ago, Mal wrote a blog 
post about “the cleverest, the most ingenious, 
the most foolproof . . . murders in crime fic-
tion history,” a post that now seems to be 
serving as a checklist for a murderer whom 
Gwen must stop before he strikes again.

Like Mal, author Peter Swanson has a nigh 
encyclopedic knowledge of mysteries, thanks 
to his own years spent working in bookstores. 
“I loved being a bookseller!” he says. “I’ve defi-
nitely had a lifelong love of reading, and I was 
always doing a little writing on the side. . . . I 
didn’t try my hand at a novel until I was deep 
into my 30s and didn’t get an agent until I was 
in my 40s, for the fourth book I’d written.”

That was The Girl With a Clock for a Heart, 
published in 2014. Eight Perfect Murders is 
his sixth book (and he’s 
got a couple more in the 
works). Thus far, all of 
Swanson’s books have 
been set in New England, 
where he grew up, went 
to college and now lives. 
When conjuring up Eight 
Perfect Murders, Swan-
son says he instantly grav-
itated toward Beacon Hill, 
“the beautiful section of 
Boston I live in. . . . It’s 
got narrow streets, high 
hills, cobblestones—that 
gothic mystery feel. Plus, 
I like my books to have 
seasons.”

Mal’s life is in a de-
cidedly wintry season. 
There’s wind and snow 
and a truly chilling feeling 
of impending doom taking root in his heart. 
He’s flattered that an FBI agent would seek 
his help, but also increasingly worried that 
she’ll find out he’s keeping secrets or, even 
worse, decide he’s a suspect. He maintains 

his evening rituals (music, beer, poetry) and 
daytime duties (managing staff, reshelving, 
feeding the bookstore cat) as he rereads the 
mysteries from his original blog post in search 
of clues. As the days pass and the pages turn, 
he becomes ever more paranoid; everyone he 
encounters seems a reasonable suspect, every 
plotline a complex yet viable real-life scenario.

Swanson says the idea for the book and its 
titular list bubbled up to the surface when he 
was walking around Walden Pond, not far from 
his home. “I’m a full-time writer,” he explains, 
“and I spend half my day writing and the oth-
er half taking a long walk somewhere. I was 
working out a short story and thinking, what 
are clever murder ideas in books, really clev-
er ways to disguise what actually happened? I 
was thinking of this list, and then the book was 
just there. What if someone wrote it down and 
used it to commit real murders?”

Nearly the entire book was in Swanson’s 
head by walk’s end, which “was exciting, but 
also horrifying,” he says. “Now I’ve got to sit 
down and go sentence to sentence!” But be-
fore hitting the keyboard, Swanson dove into 
his list of books. “I wasn’t picking what I think 
are the best murder mysteries; I was thinking 

about clever crimes that 
disguised the murderer’s 
intent.”

The books he chose—
and that Mal explores 
in his literary-detective 
adventures—include Pa-
tricia Highsmith’s clas-
sic Strangers on a Train, 
Donna Tartt’s blockbust-
er The Secret History and 
The Red House Mystery 
by A.A. Milne, who’s best 
known as the creator 
of the adorable, non-
murderous Winnie-the-
Pooh. 

“I love reading across 
the genre. And I think, 
even though I read 
procedurals that are 
steeped in forensic evi-

dence, I don’t tend to gravitate toward writing 
them,” Swanson says. “My own work is sort 
of Hitchcockian, with ordinary people who 
wind up in crime scenarios. I’m much more 
interested in people who are in the gray area 

between criminal and noncriminal, murderer 
and nonmurderer, and how people get from 
one to the other.”

Fortunately, crafting such macabre tales 
while immersing himself in murderers’ minds 
hasn’t adversely affected Swanson’s psyche. 
“Generally, I’m fine!” he says, laughing. “I 
gravitate toward dark stuff, whether it’s mov-
ies, TV or what I write, but it doesn’t really af-
fect me.”

As a reader, he’s been interested in the scar-
ier stuff since childhood. “I don’t know why I 
was attracted to creepier books as a kid, but I 
was just like Malcolm was. I was probably 11 
or 12, and my parents had beach books around 
the house, like Coma and Jaws. Once I read 
them, I was like, ‘This is what I want to read!’ 
I was hooked.” 

Readers are sure to be hooked on Eight Per-
fect Murders, too. It’s a thrill to discover how 
Swanson braids the various books’ plots to-
gether as Malcolm grows ever more uneasy, the 
murderer ever bolder and the FBI ever more 
suspicious. And then there’s the story’s fulsome 
bibliophilia, from its book-loving characters to 
Malcolm’s expert and thoughtful literary mus-
ings—the perfect murder list itself is a ready-
made TBR, with more titles and authors men-
tioned as the action unfolds. Because clever 
crimes and tension aside, Eight Perfect Mur-
ders is really about the joys (and dangers) of  
being a reader.

—Linda M. Castellitto

interview | peter swanson

Eight Perfect Murders
William Morrow, $27.99

9780062838209

Mystery
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feature | inspirational fiction

What it takes to believe
In these four novels, there’s no problem too big for the power of faith.

Where does courage come from? 
For the women in these novels, 
faith in God is their guiding light 
during moments of self-doubt, 
heartache and mayhem. Though 
set in vastly different times—from 
1770s Boston and 1870s Chica-
go to present-day North Carolina 
and New York—these stories share 
some of the universal challenges 
that women have faced throughout 
history. Collectively, these tales re-
veal that the courage to defy con-
vention and follow your own heart 
comes from believing that God is 
right by your side.

In Heidi Chiavaroli’s The Tea 
Chest (Tyndale House, $15.99, 
9781496434784), we meet two very 
different women from very differ-
ent centuries dealing with similar 
questions of love and responsi-
bility. In the present, Lieutenant 
Hayley Ashworth is on the verge of 
making history by becoming the 
first female SEAL in the U.S. Navy. 
In 1773, Emma Malcolm is about 
to change history by helping the 
man she loves carry out what will 
be known as the Boston Tea Party. 
Emma’s choices are limited by the 
times she lives in and by a father 
who is an English Loyalist, while 
Hayley’s struggle is steeped in self-
doubt from an abusive childhood. 
When Hayley travels to Boston to 
make peace with her past, she runs 
into the man she once loved—and 
then finds a tea chest that holds 
one of Emma’s secrets. 

Though their stories are sep-
arated by centuries, Hayley and 
Emma share a heritage of courage 
and faith that guides them to their 
eventual callings. Chiavaroli does 
a wonderful job of adding historic 
details to Emma’s struggles, mak-
ing this novel a page turner for sure.

Jocelyn Green’s Veiled in 
Smoke (Bethany House, $15.99, 
9780764233302) takes us to 1870s 
Chicago, where Meg Townsend 
and her younger sister, Sylvie, run 
a small bookstore called Corner 
Books & More. Between their re-
sponsibility to the store and to 

their father, who suffers from linger-
ing trauma from his days as a soldier, 
the sisters can barely keep up with 
their own lives and aspirations.

When a fire sets the city ablaze on 
the night of October 8, 1871, their 
lives become even more complicated. 
Their bookstore and home is burned 
to ashes, and in the chaos of the night, 
their father is somehow arrested for 
murdering a well-respected man. 
How could anyone carry on in such 
pandemonium? Meg and Sylvie’s sto-
ry illustrates that when all is lost, God 
provides the courage and strength to 
seek the truth and rebuild for a bright-
er future. With strong supporting 
characters and historical facts woven 
throughout, Veiled in Smoke makes 
for a great read.

Robin W. Pearson’s first nov-
el, A Long Time Comin’ (Tyndale 
House, $15.99, 9781496441539), 
brings us to contemporary North 
Carolina, where Beatrice Agnew has 
just found out she is dying of cancer. 
Surprisingly, she’s not upset by the 
news. Life has always been terribly 
hard and unfair for Beatrice, so why 
be upset now? What does make her 
angry, however, is that her grand-
daughter, Evelyn, has come uninvit-
ed to help Beatrice mend fences with 
the rest of the family. 

Beatrice’s seven children might 
be successful now, but there was no 
room for love in the Agnew house-
hold while they were growing up poor 
and fatherless. Beatrice wants no part 
in this little reunion, because dealing 
with the past means digging up old 
secrets. She believes that her choices 
were forced by circumstances that her 
granddaughter could never under-
stand. But Evelyn and Beatrice have 
more in common than they realize, 
as Evelyn is struggling with her own 
marriage and possible motherhood. 
Together, the two women confront 
pain and secrets and try to move on 
without any regrets. 

In Rachel Hauck’s The Fifth Ave-
nue Story Society (Thomas Nelson, 
$15.99, 9780310350927), a strange in-
vitation connects five New Yorkers in 
an old library on Fifth Avenue. Lexa is 

an overworked and overlooked exec-
utive assistant at a big company. Jett 
is a literature professor struggling to 
finish his latest book. Chuck is a di-
vorced Uber driver who misses seeing 
his kids. Ed is an aging widower who 
works as a super in his building. And 
Coral, the multimillionaire owner 
of a cosmetics company, is famous 
for leaving a real prince at the altar. 
The only things shared by these five 
almost-strangers are broken dreams, 
and their story society becomes less 
about writing and more about help-
ing each other. 

Hauck is spot-on in creating char-
acters that are relatable, and she skill-
fully saves the mystery of who sent 
the invitation until the end. This is a 
sweet journey of five people finding 
the courage to follow their hearts and 
make big things happen. 

—Chika Gujarathi

“My advice: Start reading and 
don’t stop until you get to 

the last page of this wise and 
wonderful novel.”

—Alice Hoffman

“Sometimes a book finds its 
way to you and you just know 
instantly that this is the book 

you need now.”
—Laura Lippman

 
“Laura Zigman is an emotional 

sharp-shooter…. And by the 
way, I can totally relate to the 
desire to wear one’s dog. If I 

could, I would.”
—Chelsea Handler

Available now in hardcover, 
ebook, and audiobook.
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James McBride is one of America’s foremost storytellers, a contem-
porary urban griot whose works offer nuanced portrayals of America’s 
complex cultural landscape. He first captured our hearts and minds with 
his 1995 memoir, The Color of Water: A Black Man’s Tribute to His White 
Mother. Since then, he’s worked in multiple genres and formats to explore 
race, love, loss and the basic human threads that unite us all. Following 
a short story collection and a well-received biography of James Brown, 
Deacon King Kong (Riverhead, $28, 9780735216723) marks McBride’s 
return to the novel. 

McBride’s first novel, 2013’s The Good Lord Bird, 
won the National Book Award in fiction. Following up 
a major award winner would cause anxiety in some, 
but not for McBride. “I never thought I’d win a Na-
tional Book Award, you know,” he says. “So whatever I 
got out of it is gravy. The pressure was off. I’ve already 
demonstrated that I can write to the satisfaction of my 
peers and colleagues on the business side. I felt cre-
atively free to do what I wanted to do. So I wasn’t that 
worried about it.” 

Deacon King Kong centers on the fallout after an 
elderly, grief-stricken Baptist church deacon named 
Sportcoat shoots a young former baseball player-
turned-drug dealer named Deems at the Cause Hous-
es housing project in 1969. McBride uses his sharp 
pen and incredible wit to explore the inner lives and 
interconnections of a diverse cast of characters who 
either live in or engage with the Cause Houses and nearby Five Ends 
Baptist Church.  

The book features a large set of characters, but the Cause Houses 
emerge as the central protagonist, taking an almost human form. The 
buildings are the body, and the characters’ experiences are the organs 
and organisms that bring it to life. The Cause Houses breathe, commu-
nicate, hurt and laugh. For McBride, humanizing the projects was an in-
tentional move. 

“There is a dynamic that exists within the lifestyle of this neighbor-
hood . . . and that dynamic involves a lot of love and a lot of respect for 
each other,” he says. “And a lot of diversity. A lot of mixing other races and 

not just white/black, but the mixing of Dominicans and Puerto Ricans 
and Haitians.” 

McBride grew up in a housing project in Red Hook, Brooklyn, but as he 
notes, it would be a mistake to simply trace the Cause Houses back to his 
own project experiences. “The Red Hook Houses were not like the Cause 
Houses, but the same love was there,” he says. “Some of it is based on my 
experiences living in Red Hook as a child, but a lot of it is based on my 
experiences living in black America as a man. Because the Cause Houses 
are in every city, but they just have different names.” 

The black church also stars in Deacon King Kong. McBride, who was 
raised in a black church, bristles at “poor media portrayals” that reduce 
it to unfortunate stereotypes. Five Ends Baptist Church is a corrective. 
It is his attempt to illuminate the black church as a site of great intrigue 
and inspiration. 

“I really wanted to present the black church as a dynamic place with ful-
ly dimensional characters, some of whom are likable, and some of whom 
are not,” he says. “Some of them are funny, and some of them are not. It’s 
not just a library or a community center. It’s not a social club. It’s a little 
bit of all those things. Ultimately, it’s a vol-
unteer agency where people get together 
and have fun. The faith that holds them 
together is what makes them interesting, 
vulnerable and funny at the same time. If 
you look beyond the race and focus on the 
humanity of the people, the church is a 
fascinating place to write about.” 

Despite the seriousness of some of its 
themes, Deacon King Kong is an incredi-
bly funny novel, with sharp comedic lan-
guage and precise timing that never lets 
up. Aside from his own ingenuity, McBride’s brand of humor has a variety 
of influences. He considers Kurt Vonnegut to be the “most extraordinary 

literary humorist,” but he’s also gleaned much from 
stage comedians like cross-cultural titans Richard Pryor 
and George Carlin. He also highlights the impact of un-
derappreciated African American comedians like Redd 
Foxx, Nipsey Russell and Moms Mabley. He reserves his 
highest praise for Dick Gregory, whom he suggests was 
“the one comedian who really understood a lot about 
the black experience in America.”

When asked what he thinks today’s readers can learn 
from a story about a shooting in the projects set over 50 
years ago, McBride is very direct. “The aim of the book 
is to show people that we are all alike, that our aims are 
the same and that we are more alike than we are differ-
ent,” he says. “We’re currently at a time where we need 
to be reminded about humanity and our heritage, and 
the fact that courage, modesty and morality are still the 
spine that holds America together.”

McBride has had a remarkably successful career by 
anyone’s standards. Aside from his hotshot debut and award-winning 
novel, his books have been optioned and adapted for film and television, 
and he collaborated with legendary filmmaker Spike Lee on the script 
for Red Hook Summer. When asked to envision the next stage of his ca-
reer, McBride’s answer illuminates his ultimate purpose as a writer: “I 
hope that one day my work around the subject of race will be irrelevant 
and that we’ll find something else to write about. You know, in a hundred 
years I hope that we’ll be writing about how even though Martians have 
two heads and one eyeball and look like two-headed Cyclopses, they’re 
really pretty much the same as us.” 

—Langston Collins Wilkins

“Courage, 
modesty and 

morality are still 
the spine that 

holds America 
together.”

Welcome to the neighborhood
James McBride’s latest novel showcases the brilliance that 

 happens when a great writer feels creatively free.
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HThese Ghosts Are Family
By Maisy Card

Family Saga

As the title of Maisy Card’s radiant debut 
suggests, this is a story of a family shaped and 
haunted by the past. The Paisley family’s origin 
story, revealed as the narrative circles down 
and swims up through eight generations of 
family life, begins with the particularly cruel 
form of slavery practiced on Jamaican sugar 
plantations. 

The novel opens in 2005, when 69-year-old 
Jamaican-born Stanford Solomon summons 
his female descendants to his home in Harlem 
to tell them who he—and they—really are. The 
women include Stanford’s home healthcare 
worker, who has no idea that he is the father 
she thought was long dead. 

Stanford, we learn, began life as Abel Paisley. 
In a miserable marriage and scarred by his 

experience 
as a rookie 
police-
man, Abel 
leaves 
Jamaica 
in 1970 to 
find work 
in England 
along with 
his friend, 
the real 
Stanford. 
In London, 
they find 
work on 
the docks. When Stanford is crushed by a ship-
ping container, the other dockworkers think 
the dead man is Abel. All black men look alike, 
right? Abel, now Stanford, seizes the moment. 
He abandons his family, still in Jamaica, and 

goes to New York to start a new life. 
But on this day in 2005, it’s time for a 

reckoning. This all happens within the 
first three pages of the novel. There are 
many other reckonings ahead.

Card is a beguiling storyteller, and 
These Ghosts Are Family (Simon & 
Schuster, $26, 9781982117436) is lay-
ered with fraught family relationships 
arising from the complicated legacies 
of the racial divide in Jamaica and in 
the United States. Card’s characters—
even the ghosts—are vividly drawn 
and compelling. The story, told in a 
satisfying blend of dialect and standard 
English, will make the reader consider 
both the emotional lives of the charac-
ters and the worldly circumstances that 
shaped them and their choices.

Card was born in Jamaica and grew up in 
Queens, New York. She is a public librarian and 
now one of our brightest new writers. There is 
magic in these pages.

—Alden Mudge

The Animals at Lockwood 
Manor 
By Jane Healey 

Gothic 
Fiction

Thirty-year-
old Hetty 
Cartwright 
has always 
assumed the 
role of outcast, 
even in her own 
mind. She finds 
solace among 
the taxidermic 
specimens of 

the natural history museum, and she takes 
her assignment to oversee their care as they 
are removed from London during World War II 
very seriously. Jobs like this are almost never 
available to women, and Hetty is determined 
to prove her worth. But upon arriving at 
Lockwood, the manor home where the spec-
imens are to be kept safe, Hetty immediately 
encounters setbacks. The first is the danger-
ous Major Lockwood, whose domineering 
attitude is offset by that of his meek, charm-
ing daughter, Lucy.

Lockwood Manor, with its empty rooms, un-
ending chores and possible ghosts, functions 
as a central character. Lucy’s mother, the late 
Heloise Lockwood, suffered immensely in the 
house, always concerned about being followed 
by a woman in white—a ghost, a demon or 
perhaps something conjured by her own mind. 
The dead woman is shrouded in mystery, from 
her questionable parenting choices to her 
untimely demise. 

When the museum specimens begin to 
disappear and move about the house, Hetty 
doesn’t know what to do or think. Are the ani-
mals moving of their own accord, or is foul play 
involved? How can she best protect them while 
keeping the peace at Lockwood and ensuring 
her future employment with the museum?

Comparisons between Jane Healey’s debut 
and Sarah Perry’s The Essex Serpent are ac-
curate, as The Animals at Lockwood Manor 
(HMH, $26, 9780358106401) fits beautifully 
into the category of gothic fiction. Healey jux-
taposes a sweet same-sex love story against the 
bleak backdrop of World War II, although the 
novel avoids focusing too closely on the war it-
self. Instead, the romantic escalation drives the 
plot forward, though frequent dream sequenc-
es threaten to derail the momentum.

This is a strong debut, full of creepy cliff-
hangers, lovely descriptions and a believably 
inelegant heroine. 

—Leslie Hinson

HSaint X 
By Alexis Schaitkin 

Family 
Drama

You’ve 
probably seen 
a similar story 
in the news: A 
pretty American 
teenager meets 
a tragic end 
while on vaca-
tion in a tropical 
paradise. The 
24-hour news 

cycle is fueled by every salacious detail of the 
girl’s private life, and with every new revelation, 
hasty conclusions are drawn. The lurid media 
frenzy cruelly obscures what should be obvi-
ous—that the dead girl was a real person, some-
one’s daughter or perhaps someone’s sister.

Alexis Schaitkin’s magnetic debut, Saint X 
(Celadon, $26.99, 9781250219596), begins 
on the first day of 7-year-old Claire Thomas’ 
family vacation on a fictional Caribbean island. 
Claire’s 18-year-old sister, Alison—gorgeous, 
brilliant and on the sullen cusp of adulthood—
disappears on the last day. When her body is 
found, local police make some arrests but can’t 
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make murder charges stick, which drives her 
grieving parents even further around the bend. 
Claire, already a “reticent, prickly” child with 
an obsessive streak, struggles to fit into her new 
identity as the surviving sister: “I was an only 
child now, hopelessly insufficient.” 

But time does its good work. The Thomases 
transplant themselves from the East Coast to 
Pasadena, California, where Claire decides to 
go by Emily, her middle name. A fresh start 
in a sunny setting is what she and her family 
need to forge a manageable path through the 
rest of their lives. If Alison haunts her little 
sister throughout childhood, into college and 
beyond, it is more or less as a friendly ghost. 

This relative peace is upended in a mo-
ment. Emily, now an editorial assistant living 
in Brooklyn, has a chance encounter with 
an employee of the Saint X resort where her 
family vacationed—a man with whom Alison 
was seen on the night she died. Emily is 
yanked instantly into an obsessive web of her 
own making, a cold case unceremoniously 
reopened: Who was her sister, really? And what 
really happened to her?

Saint X is a nuanced examination of class, 
privilege and the terrible ways that tragedy can 
echo forward in time. Schaitkin embellishes a 
strong plot with psychologically complex main 
characters and a chorus of devastatingly in-
complete narratives from peripheral characters 
about what really took place on Saint X. This is 
a must-read for fans of literary suspense.

—Kathryn Justice Leache

The Golden Key 
By Marian Womack

Fantasy

In Marian 
Womack’s shad-
owy novel, in-
genious women 
confront turn-
of-the-century 
uncertainties.

In the 1880s, 
three children 
disappeared 
from their estate 
in the Norfolk 

Fens. Since then, other children have also 
disappeared, with some connection to a green 
light, white fungus, fog, a marsh and the ap-
pearance of a man named Samuel Moncrieff. 
Twenty years later, in the wake of Queen Victo-
ria’s death, detective Helena Walton-Cisneros 
and her new friend, Eliza Waltraud, search for 
answers to this mystery.

Strong characters with murky pasts lend 
urgency to the quest for answers. The book 
begins in mourning, as Samuel has lost his 
lover, while England has lost its queen. Despite 
Samuel’s bleak, directionless mood, the new 
century promises to be one of light and of new 
opportunities. Samuel’s storyline is shrouded 
in mystery, but Helena’s drive for clarity about 
what happened in the Fens brings a crucial 
sense of order to the novel. She enlists help 
from Eliza, who plans to right the wrongs done 
to an academic writer, Eunice Foote, whose 
work was credited to her male colleagues. To-
gether, these women’s minds and hearts open 
to possibilities they never expected. 

Women are the story’s primary actors, find-
ing clever ways—including the occult—to skirt 
discrimination and advance their cause during 
a turbulent time. The action swirls in a mael-
strom of spiritualism, revived after Victoria’s 
passing, and the subsequent rational backlash. 

Steeped in a slew of influences, The Gold-
en Key (Titan, $14.95, 9781789093254) bends 
genres. It’s part Shirley Jackson’s stories of 
inner demons, part Alice’s Adventures in Won-
derland (referenced throughout the book), part 
Astrid Lindgren’s faith in children’s resilience 
and part ghost story. A lush, unsettled atmo-
sphere echoes in lugubrious descriptions of 
the Fens.

Enter a mysterious world in the hands of 
capable women. Getting drawn into this story 
is easy; getting out again is trickier.

—Mari Carlson

HBlackwood 
By Michael Farris Smith 

Crime  
Fiction 

If you’re 
looking for an 
uplifting escape 
from the harsh 
cruelties of 
life, don’t read 
anything from 
Michael Farris 
Smith. Black-
wood (Little, 
Brown, $27, 

9780316529815), the title itself cold and bleak, is 
the latest example of his evocative storytelling. 

The novel follows several characters as their 
lives intersect in rural Red Bluff, Mississippi, 
a miserable town of lost hopes, dead-end 
dreams and misfortune. Surrounded by hills 
covered in a sea of overgrown kudzu vines, 

the town is constantly on the verge of being 
swallowed whole and forgotten entirely. Not 
that that would be a bad thing. Travelers would 
be advised to simply pass on by and not linger, 
but not everyone has that choice. 

Into this dread landscape come three down-
on-their-luck individuals with nowhere else to 
turn, simply identified as the man, the woman 
and the boy. The trio take up root on the out-
skirts of town, living out of their broken-down 
car while scrounging through trash bins and 
alleyways for food scraps and supplies. 

At the same time, Colburn Evans returns to 
town after a long absence to confront his past 
and forge a new start. When he was younger, 
Colburn witnessed his father’s death by sui-
cide. His failure to save his father when he had 
the chance has haunted him ever since. 

Blackwood is startling, brutal and eerie 
as events spiral out of control for both the 
boy and Colburn. The boy’s plight seems to 
mirror Colburn’s, who laments that no one has 
ever said “it’s not your fault,” four words that 
could’ve changed everything for him. Smith 
weaves the pair’s stories together in a haunt-
ingly memorable fashion. 

Blackwood places Smith firmly among the 
masters of Southern gothic literature. 

—G. Robert Frazier

New Waves 
By Kevin Nguyen 

Comic 
Fiction

The effer-
vescent debut 
novel by tech 
writer Kevin 
Nguyen tackles 
a wide variety 
of contempo-
rary issues, 
running the 
gamut from the 
havoc wreaked 

by unregulated technology to the ethics of 
music piracy, from the permanence of digital 
communication to the inherent racism found 
on dating sites. 

Nguyen adroitly dissects these provocative 
topics through the stories of two New York 
City-based millennials who work at Nimbus, a 
tech startup, in 2009. Margo is black, a bril-
liant engineer perched at the top of Nimbus’ 
pay scale. Lucas is Asian American and a 
low-paid customer service rep. Initially they 
bond because of a shared interest in obscure 
music CDs from the 1970s and ’80s, which 
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they illegally upload to an online communi-
ty “dedicated to the distribution of pirated 
materials.” At Nimbus, they bond further over 
the racist corporate culture, felt especially by 
Margo. Eventually she quits and convinces Lu-
cas to follow her, promising him that she can 
find them new jobs at another startup called 
Phantom, a digital messaging site in which all 
messages are deleted after they’ve been read. 
But Margo also comes up with a plan to spite 
Nimbus: On their way out the door, they will 
steal Nimbus’ email list. Only the next day 
do they realize they’ve mistakenly stolen the 
whole user database—names, profile photos 
and millions of passwords. It’s a mistake that 
reverberates throughout the rest of the novel.

As the plot evolves, Nguyen continues to 
inject the storyline with new twists: Margo’s 
accidental death that Lucas suspects may not 
have been an accident; his discovery of online 
messages between Margo and a budding sci-fi 
author whom he meets and briefly dates; and 
his efforts to keep his job at Phantom as the 
company struggles with privacy and censor-
ship issues.

Readers seeking a more linear plot may 
feel unstable as New Waves (One World, $27, 
9781984855237) bounces between these many 
storylines, but readers deeply immersed in 
our increasingly tech-savvy environment will 
delight in Nguyen’s piercing take on race and 
gender issues in the workplace, and the ethical 
debates swirling around social media sites. It’s 
all delivered with Nguyen’s personal brand of 
penetrating, acerbic humor.

—Deborah Donovan

Writers & Lovers 
By Lily King 

Literary 
Fiction 

Once in a 
while you come 
across a novel 
whose protag-
onist is so en-
gaging that you 
find yourself 
thinking, Oh no! 
or Don’t do that! 
interspersed 
with sighs of 

relief and some heartfelt rejoicing when things 
go right for a change. Lily King’s Writers & 
Lovers (Grove, $27, 9780802148537) is one of 
those novels.

Casey Kasem, née Camila Peabody, is a strug-

gling writer trying (and failing) to make ends 
meet as a waitress, living in her landlord’s con-
verted shed and walking his dog in the morn-
ing to get a break on the rent. She lacks health 
insurance. She’s $70K in debt, and though she 
has many supportive friends, her love life is a 
shambles. On top of this, her beloved mother 
recently died, suddenly and prematurely, and 
no one seems to know why. Casey’s father, a 
pervert who’s bitter over Casey’s failure to be-
come a golf pro, is a waste of space.

King is one of those rare writers who can 
entwine sadness, hilarity and burning fury in 
the briefest of moments. There’s a lot of this 
in her restaurant scenes, which are so finely 
observed that you may wonder if King ever 
worked in a sad little eatery once upon a time. 
Though some of Casey’s co-workers are funny 
and caring, others leave her quivering with 
rage. The moment when she finally quits (or 
is fired) will make you want to put on Johnny 
Paycheck’s “Take This Job and Shove It” and 
dance around the room.

King’s other characters are just as well drawn, 
including Oscar, Casey’s somewhat older lover. 
He’s a successful writer, a widower, a Kevin 
Costner look-alike and father of two adorably 
rambunctious boys. Then there’s Casey’s other 
lover, Silas, who’s younger and unsettled. King 
doesn’t hesitate to bring up how financial inse-
curity impacts love; should Casey move in with 
Oscar and the boys just because she’s about to 
be evicted and can’t afford rent? Nor can Casey 
choose whether to write for love or money; she 
has to write for both reasons.

Though the year is young, this review-
er thinks the word for 2020 is going to be 
“messy.” Casey’s story, like so many stories in 
real life, is messy. She’s messy. But King’s book 
isn’t. It’s a pleasure.

—Arlene McKanic

HApeirogon 
By Colum McCann

Literary 
Fiction

Colum 
McCann’s 
ambitious new 
novel tells the 
true story of the 
friendship be-
tween two men 
brought togeth-
er by tragedy. 
The title, Apei-
rogon (Random 

House, $28, 9781400069606), refers to a shape 

with an infinite but countable number of sides, 
and this image serves as a metaphor for both 
political complexity as well as the episodic 
manner in which the story unfolds.

Palestinian Bassam Aramin’s life was trans-
formed when, jailed as a teenager, he became 
interested in Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and 
Gandhi. Upon release, Bassam co-founded 
Combatants for Peace, a grassroots move-
ment committed to nonviolence in Israel and 
the West Bank, and got a degree in Holocaust 
Studies in England. After Bassam’s daughter 
was shot and killed by an Israeli border guard 
in 2005, he joined the Parents Circle-Families 
Forum, an organization founded for Israeli and 
Palestinian families who have lost relatives to 
the violence. There, he met graphic design-
er Rami Elhanan, 19 years his senior, whose 
daughter was killed in a suicide bombing in 
1997. The two men have made it their lives’ 
work to travel together all over the world, telling 
their daughters’ stories in their quest for peace. 

Apeirogon takes place during a single day as 
the men make their separate ways to a mon-
astery in Beit Jala, a Palestinian Christian town 
in Bethlehem, where they have a speaking 
engagement. Bassam leaves from his home in 
Jericho, traveling through checkpoints, worried 
he will be stopped for having a headlight out, 
and Rami is on his motorcycle, crossing in and 
out of Israel-occupied territories. 

As in earlier novels (Dancer, TransAtlantic), 
McCann mixes history and fiction, shifting 
narrators, place and time into a seamless 
though sprawling whole. Through 1,001 brief 
fragments that lead up to and away from 
two monologues, one by each man, McCann 
interweaves their lives with topics as diverse 
as soccer, avian migration and, in a tip of the 
hat to Let the Great World Spin, Philippe Petit, 
who walked a tightrope strung over the Jewish 
and Arab neighborhoods in 1987 Jerusalem. 
Segment after segment evokes the experiences 
of McCann’s protagonists, their families and 
the divided land in which they live.

McCann’s protagonists believe that if a 
country’s commitment to peace leads the way, 
the most complex politics will sort themselves 
out. Apeirogon makes space for this belief, 
a placeholder for a future where irreparable 
loss transforms violence, where grief leads to 
reconciliation.

—Lauren Bufferd

True friendship emerges 
from tragedy in  

Colum McCann’s  
ambitious new novel.
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HMy Dark Vanessa 
By Kate Elizabeth Russell 

Literary 
Fiction

We’re living in 
a moment when 
predatory men 
are being held 
responsible for 
the power they 
wield against 
women—espe-
cially younger 
women. Typ-
ically we hear 

about it when the now-adult women discuss 
their abuse years later. In My Dark Vanessa 
(William Morrow, $27.99, 9780062941503), 
first-time novelist Kate Elizabeth Russell gives 
voice to a 15-year-old girl who enters into a 
relationship with her teacher.

Vanessa Wye is a bright but socially discon-
nected girl at a Northeastern boarding school. 
Jacob Strane, a literature teacher who is 27 
years her senior, zeros in on her loneliness 
and grooms his young student for a sexual 
relationship. Vanessa’s narration switches back 
and forth from the early 2000s, when she is an 
enthralled student keeping the relationship a 
secret, to 2017, when a reporter from a femi-
nist blog reaches out to her in the hopes that 
she’ll discuss Strane’s abuse. It turns out that 
Strane had other victims, and they have come 
forward.

Those who want to deny sexual abuse of 
children are quick to point out how “willing” 
the children seem, particularly teen girls who 
are “asking for it.” Russell has clearly done her 
psychology homework on how sexual abuse 
transpires. Her storytelling is particularly 
strong when she shows how manipulation and 
coercion operate, and how predators inten-
tionally choose isolated victims whose distress 
is unlikely to be noticed.

Still, as both a teen and an adult, Vanessa 
balks at the characterization that she had no 
agency. She insists their love was mutual, albeit 
complicated, and that she tempted him into 
risky behavior. “I wonder how much victim-
hood they’d be willing to grant a girl like me,” 
she wonders, pondering sexually suggestive 
photos that Strane took of her as a teen. 

The reader is able to see heartbreaking 
truths that Vanessa can’t yet bear to look at, 
and this conflict is utterly gripping. It’s painful 
for the reader to view Vanessa’s experience 
through a more critical lens than she does, and 
this divide between reader and narrator will 

surely prompt us to ask questions about the 
creepy men in our own lives.

If there is a reading list for the #MeToo era, 
My Dark Vanessa deserves to be at the top of it. 

—Jessica Wakeman

HAmnesty 
By Aravind Adiga 

Literary 
Fiction

Along with cli-
mate change and 
the rise of popu-
list nationalism, 
immigration is 
one of several 
subjects that 
have dominated 
the news in the 
first two decades 
of the 21st centu-

ry. It’s no surprise, then, that an accomplished 
novelist like Booker Prize winner Aravind Adiga 
would turn his attention to this challenging 
topic. Amnesty (Scribner, $26, 9781982127244), 
the story of a brutal crime and its reverberation 
in the life of a self-described illegal immigrant 
in Sydney, Australia, is the tension-inducing, 
morally complex result of that effort.

Four years after dropping out of a fraudulent 
college and overstaying his student visa in Syd-
ney, Dhananjaya “Danny” Rajaratnam, origi-
nally from Sri Lanka, lives in a storeroom above 
a grocery store, performs occasional odd jobs 
and also runs a small home-cleaning business. 
When one of his clients, a married woman, is 
found stabbed to death, Danny quickly realizes 
that her lover, a man named Prakash—an im-
migrant like Danny, but who obtained Austra-
lian citizenship—is likely the killer. 

Over the course of a single day, in a series of 
text messages and cellphone conversations, 
Prakash and Danny engage in a cat-and-mouse 
game over whether Danny will share with the 
police the knowledge he possesses that could 
implicate Prakash in the crime. In an effort to 
deter Danny, Prakash threatens to expose the 
young man’s illegal status. Danny’s situation is 
complicated by the fact that he’s a member of 
Sri Lanka’s Tamil minority. Before fleeing the 
country, he faced detention and torture and 
knows he risks that fate if he returns.

Though Adiga’s sympathies clearly lie with 
Danny, he’s careful not to telegraph the result 
of this dramatic confrontation. As Danny 
roams the streets of Sydney and wrestles with 
his conscience, we see glimpses of the anxiety 
of life in an “archipelago of illegals, each isolat-

ed from the other and kept weak, and fearful, 
by this isolation.” Add to that troubling reality 
the weight of an ethical crisis of life-changing 
dimensions, and the result is a work of deeply 
consequential fiction.

—Harvey Freedenberg

Actress 
By Anne Enright 

Literary 
Fiction

Celebrity often 
looks glamorous 
to outsiders. And 
who wouldn’t 
have envied 
the life of Irish 
actress Kather-
ine O’Dell? Her 
daughter, Norah, 
acknowledges 
her mother’s 

elegance, like the way she’d leave a last bite of 
toast on her plate with “a little wavy-over thing 
she does with her hand, a shimmy of rejection 
or desire.” Even at the breakfast table, her 
mother was a star.

But as Anne Enright reminds us in Actress 
(Norton, $26.95, 9781324005629), celebrity is of-
ten accompanied by gloom. This touching novel 
charts a star’s decline, from early Broadway and 
Hollywood fame in 1948 to her sad later years, 
when she was reduced to degrading stage roles 
and a commercial for Irish butter.

One of the saddest ironies is that Katherine, 
“the most Irish actress in the world,” wasn’t 
Irish. She was born in London to a stage-actor 
father who never had a great career. Katherine’s 
life was more successful—and more checkered, 
with relationships with domineering men, 
suspected interactions with IRA members and 
struggles with mental illness, culminating in 
her rash decision to shoot a producer in the foot 
after he declined to produce one of her scripts.

All of these events are relayed from the 
perspective of Norah, a novelist, who travels to 
London to meet people from Katherine’s past 
and seek answers to several mysteries, among 
them the identity of her father.

The pacing is too leisurely at times, but Ac-
tress is at its best when Enright examines the 
complexities of this unusual mother-daugh-
ter bond. Memorable descriptions of even 
secondary characters make this book a treat, 
as when Norah reminisces about her thespian 
grandfather who “carried his handsome like an 
unwanted gift—one he offered to the world, 
but could never quite give away.”
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Late in the novel, when ruminating on 

events that can harm, Norah says, “You can 
also be destroyed by love.” As Enright shows, 
love often looks glamorous, but sometimes it’s 
only a guise.

—Michael Magras

HThe Yellow Bird Sings 
By Jennifer Rosner 

Historical  
Fiction 

“The world 
ceased to make 
sense,” writes 
Jennifer Rosner 
in her debut 
novel, The 
Yellow Bird 
Sings (Flat-
iron, $25.99, 
9781250179760). 
Nothing about 

Poland in 1941 follows any familiar pattern for 
Róza and her young daughter, Shira, as they flee 
their hometown after Nazis invade. 

Rosner’s novel takes us to the barn where 
Henryk and Krystyna, who fear for their own 
family’s safety if caught harboring Jews, allow 
the mother and daughter to hide. Róza’s fears 
compound with each interminable day of their 
confinement, especially as it grows harder for 
curious, clever Shira not to indulge her love 
of music. Róza has told Shira little about why 
they had to leave, why they have to hide and 
be quiet, and Shira brims with questions and 
yearns to be outside. To occupy and distract 
her daughter, Róza invents a tale of a girl in a 
hidden flower garden with a virtuoso yellow 
bird who can sing songs—unless the giants are 
nearby. Music lifts them as Róza teaches Shira 
the pieces she and her violinist husband loved, 
and unexpectedly her daughter’s brilliant 
proficiency reveals itself. The melodies inside 
Shira burn to be expressed, and it pains Róza 
to stifle her daughter’s gift to keep them safe. 

In Shira and Róza, Rosner captures two souls 
in turmoil, chronicling their grief as well as 
their strength of will to overcome, their long-
ings and even surprising triumphs. Through 
the language of music and memory, Rosner 
thoughtfully composes a life for Róza and Shira 
that is safe and beautiful until it is shattered. 

The Yellow Bird Sings keeps your heart in 
your throat, your eyes pricked with tears. Ros-
ner excels at illustrating the nostalgic pull of 
a certain melody, a scrap of blanket, the smell 
of a loved one, a recipe with eggs. When their 

shelter is threatened, Róza and Shira must fly, 
as birds do, with only the bond of their hearts 
to connect them. 

The little light that shines in this terrible 
darkness—the precious little hope that an-
chors Róza’s and Shira’s souls—is very bright. 

—Melissa Brown

Separation Anxiety 
By Laura Zigman 

Comic 
Fiction 

Judy Vogel 
is caught in 
a downward 
spiral. She is 
mourning both 
the recent loss 
of her parents 
and the antic-
ipated loss of 
her best friend, 
who is dying of 

cancer. Judy’s promising career as a children’s 
author has stalled, and she now supports her 
family by writing for a wellness website. She 
has also lost all sense of connection with her 
husband, a pothead who suffers from severe 
anxiety and works as a “snackologist,” but they 
cannot afford to divorce. They are separat-
ed but live together in the same house and 
pretend everything is normal for their teenage 
son, Teddy. 

But what Judy grieves the most is the in-
creasing loss of closeness to her only child as 
he grows into a young man. Therefore, it comes 
as no surprise that Judy discovers a strange 
coping mechanism when she begins to carry 
their sheltie, Charlotte, everywhere in an old 
baby sling, to almost everyone’s dismay. 

In this intriguing novel, Laura Zigman 
doesn’t sugarcoat but instead lays bare Judy’s 
feelings with heartbreaking honesty. Every 
middle-aged woman who has ever felt invisi-
ble, lost or depressed will connect with some 
aspect of Judy’s life. Indeed, Zigman labels her 
work “semi-autobiographical fiction,” which 
may explain its devastating authenticity. At the 
same time, Zigman cleverly wraps her story 
in genuine hilarity. Judy’s continuous, cynical 
commentary is priceless, especially when dis-
cussing Teddy’s Montessori school. 

What at first might seem like a depressing 
premise is in fact both refreshingly truthful and 
highly entertaining. As a result of this unique 
mix, this novel is both unpredictable and 
delightfully original. For those seeking a good 

laugh and a good cry, look no further than Sep-
aration Anxiety (Ecco, $26.99, 9780062909077).

—Annie Peters

HThe Henna Artist 
By Alka Joshi 

Popular 
Fiction

The Hen-
na Artist 
(MIRA, $26.99, 
9780778309451) 
is set in the pink 
city of Jaipur, 
India, and fol-
lows Lakshmi, 
a namesake of 
the goddess of 
wealth. Laksh-

mi has abandoned her husband, Hari, and 
now works in Jaipur applying dizzying henna 
designs to the city’s most elite women. Lakshmi 
is also a skilled herbalist, and she creates deli-
cious Indian treats to ease her clients’ ailments 
and issues, as well as tea sachets that serve as 
birth control. She learned all of these skills from 
her mother-in-law, a kind and talented woman.

Lakshmi’s business is booming. She’s even 
planning to meet the maharani at the palace. 
But Lakshmi’s world is turned on its head 
when her sister, Radha, shows up with Hari. 
Radha, called “Bad Luck Girl” by her small 
town’s gossip-eaters, didn’t know Lakshmi 
existed until she realized her mother was 
burning letters as soon as they arrived. Laksh-
mi didn’t know Radha existed either until she 
saw her sister in the flesh. Their green-blue 
eyes match perfectly. 

Lakshmi dutifully takes Radha under her 
wing, but her spirited little sister wants to ex-
plore her new city and all its delights, and soon 
several missteps lead to all hell breaking loose.

Rich in detail and bright with tastes and 
textures, The Henna Artist is a fabulous 
glimpse into Indian culture in the 1950s. You’ll 
notice certain remnants of British coloni-
zation, and you’ll see how Western culture 
permeates Jaipur. Throughout her first novel, 
Alka Joshi explores the complex relationships 
of women in India, offering an introduction 
into the caste system that separates and 
defines people, and comments on the often 
invisible yet deeply important labor that’s 
deemed “women’s work.” 

Joshi’s prose is rhythmic and alluring, and 
her characters are multidimensional and alive. 
This is a novel of hope, ambition and healing.

—Jessica Bates
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HHood Feminism
By Mikki Kendall

Social Science

Although there are more women CEOs 
today than there were at the beginning of the 
1970s, complaints of workplace harassment 
and threats toward women who speak out 
have remained largely unchanged. But author 
and activist Mikki Kendall explains that the 
feminist movement has an even larger fail-
ure to contend with: the way that it has left 
behind women of color as white women grab 
more power. Hood Feminism: Notes From the 
Women That a Movement Forgot (Viking, $26, 
9780525560548) critiques the dangers of this 
exclusionary brand of feminism and exhorts 
those who support changing it for the better.

Throughout the book, Kendall points to-
ward political arenas that historically haven’t 

been tied to feminism, like food insecurity, 
gun violence and access to education—is-
sues that largely affect communities of color. 
Kendall not only details the ways in which 
ignoring these issues has turned feminism 

into white feminism but also explains how 
these missteps have resulted in the failure 
of feminism as a whole. She convincingly 
demonstrates how this exclusionary behav-
ior, intended to protect the interests of white 
women who “cling to the agency and selfhood 
they feel they have fought so hard to achieve,” 
in fact results in an outcome that threatens 
those interests: a strengthening of the patri-
archy that actively works against the goal of 
equality.

Hood Feminism addresses a world that has 
abandoned marginalized people in favor of 
creating more opportunity for those who are 
already in power. For Kendall, the work of fem-
inism is not the achievement of female success 
but rather the achievement of a larger ideal: 
genuine equality. If that is the goal, the work of 
feminism is far from over. 

In fact, with rising income inequality, surg-
ing gentrification and shrinking social services, 
the work of feminism has only just begun.

—Carly Nations

The Hot Hand
By Ben Cohen

Science

Is there really 
such a thing as a 
“hot streak”—a 
prolonged span 
of consistent 
success? In his 
debut book, 
The Hot Hand: 
The Mystery 
and Science of 
Streaks (Cus-
tom House, 

$32.50, 9780062820723), Wall Street Journal 
sports reporter Ben Cohen takes a deep dive 
into this fascinating, often misunderstood 
phenomenon. 

Cleverly crafted through stories, examples, 
personal experiences, research studies, expert 
opinion and theories, The Hot Hand relies 
heavily on Cohen’s sports reporting expertise, 
with entertaining illustrations taken from both 
the basketball court and baseball diamond. 
These include a high school basketball team 
that adopted a winning strategy of shooting 
the ball only when very close to the basket or 
very far away, the success of NBA star shooter 
Stephen Curry and the interplay between an 

unlikely MLB starting pitcher and batter on a 
sticky Texas evening. 

But this book isn’t just about sports. “[A hot 
streak] happens to different people in differ-
ent professions for entirely different reasons,” 
says Cohen, providing illustrations from the 
farming industry, computer gaming, business, 
Shakespeare, the art world and even how the 
music streaming service Spotify got the kinks 
out of its shuffle algorithm. He also delves 
into the difference between the gambler’s 
fallacy (how we perceive outcomes that are 
beyond our control) and the hot-hand fallacy 
(how we perceive outcomes we feel we can 
control).

Along with real-life examples are pages of 
authoritative commentary about the psycho-
logical and evolutionary ramifications of hot 
streaks, including a fascinating interjection 
from a professor who relates hot streaks to 
cognitive adaptation, suggesting our ances-
tors relied on the hot hand to forage. Cohen 
also covers comparative advantage—betting 
against the hot hand as an effective business 
strategy.

The Hot Hand is an interesting and 
thought-provoking book on a topic that isn’t 
often discussed but that impacts many differ-
ent interests, activities and industries. Cohen 
sums it up best: “The hot hand is not a random 
occurrence. It’s the collision of talent, circum-
stance, and even a little bit of luck.”

—Becky Libourel Diamond

Supreme Inequality
By Adam Cohen

Political 
Science

America has 
become more 
unequal since 
the 1960s. The 
middle class has 
shrunk, schools 
are more segre-
gated, and mass 
incarceration 
has devastated 
African Amer-

ican and Latinx communities. Meanwhile, 
wealthy individuals and corporations have 
an outsize say in elections, resulting in lower 
taxes, more favorable legislation and prefer-
ential treatment from government agencies. 
What is not well known, however, is the role 
the Supreme Court has played in creating 
these inequities.

The Supreme Court is often seen as the 
defender of the underdog. Cases like Brown 
v. Board of Education and Miranda v. Arizo-
na seemed to guarantee all Americans equal 
rights and due process under the law. Howev-
er, as Adam Cohen meticulously documents 
in Supreme Inequality (Penguin Press, $30, 
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9780735221505), certain justices on the Su-
preme Court have worked to not only erode 
the rights of the poor and middle class but also 
to extend the interests of the rich. In many 
ways, Cohen argues, the court is the author of 
the increased inequality in American society, 
and of that inequality’s many consequences.

Cohen is uniquely qualified to write this 
book. After graduating from Harvard Law, 
where he was the editor of the Harvard Law 
Review, he worked at the Southern Poverty 
Law Center and the ACLU. He then pursued a 
career in journalism, eventually joining the ed-
itorial board of the New York Times. Cohen’s lu-
cid writing makes even the most difficult court 
cases understandable as he expertly details the 
evolution of the law in areas as diverse as the 
workplace, criminal law, campaign contribu-
tions and the corporate boardroom. Cohen’s 
greatest strength, however, is his ability to ex-
plain clearly and urgently how the court, sup-
posedly the least political of the three branches 
of the government, has relentlessly pursued a 
political agenda that has made Americans less 
equal and less secure.

If nothing else, Supreme Inequality reveals 
the extensive role the court plays in everyday 
American life. More importantly, it is a sober-
ing history of how the court has disregarded 
precedent, statutory law and common sense to 
achieve its political agenda. The only question 
that remains is if it’s too late to do anything 
about it.

—Deborah Mason

Lurking
By Joanne McNeil

Technology

The dial tone. 
The faxlike 
robot sounds. 
The promise of 
instant connec-
tion with some-
one across the 
country (or with 
your crush from 
math class). 
This is the way 
the internet 

began for most of us. 
For O.G. internet users, the potential for 

human connection, personal learning and 
technological growth once stretched beyond 
the horizon. Enter: trolls, the corporate sale of 
private information, a false sense of connec-
tion and myriad other challenges. Joanne Mc-
Neil’s Lurking: How a Person Became a User 

(MCD, $28, 9780374194338) is a thoughtful 
exploration of the development of technology, 
online identity and the essential elements of 
humanness that make it all possible.

True to McNeil’s style, Lurking poses more 
questions than answers, giving readers a wide 
berth to wrestle with their own opinions. The 
book offers seven different lenses through 
which readers can examine online identity, 
and it’s structured around seven correspond-
ing chapters, each with a one-word title as the 
starting point for discussion. 

For example, the first chapter, “Search,” is 
a meditation on both internet search engines 
and human longing. It equates search engine 
history with pennies in a fountain, the result 
of “wishes people tossed in the well.” This 
grouping allows McNeil to transcend literal 
application and makes space for lines such 
as, “Real people search, but real desire cannot 
be identified.” Lurking strikes an impressive 
balance of insider tech-talk and universal 
human connection, though true techies will 
have an obvious leg up with the nuances of 
internet-specific examples. 

The author proposes concrete safeguards 
for building a better internet, such as online 
community members acting as “librarians” to 
protect and archive their content, along with 
other practical suggestions. Without these 
practices, McNeil maintains, “the internet 
remains imperfect, a hell that is fun, ruled by 
idiots and thieves, providing users with sling-
shots for self-expression but no shield from the 
bile that rebounds.”

—Sarah Carter

Congress at War
By Fergus M. Bordewich

Civil War 
History

The 37th and 
38th Congresses, 
who served from 
1861 until 1865, 
were among the 
most important 
in American 
history. They 
passed legisla-
tion that kept 
the nation to-

gether during the Civil War, but they also broke 
ground on other extraordinary measures—
such as Western homesteading, land-grant col-
leges and the Transcontinental Railroad, which 
transformed the U.S. socially and economi-
cally. In his compelling and vivid Congress at 

War (Knopf, $32.50, 9780451494443), Fergus M. 
Bordewich delves deep into the difficult day-
to-day politics that drove these achievements.

In focus are four key members of Congress. 
Three were Republicans: Representative 
Thaddeus Stevens of Pennsylvania and Senator 
Ben Wade of Ohio, both called Radicals, and 
Senator William Fessenden of Maine, who was 
more cautious. The fourth was Clement Vallan-
digham, a Democrat from Ohio with Southern 
sympathies.

Stevens, as chair of the Ways and Means 
Committee, dealt with the daily expenses of 
the military, as well as critical war measures. 
Fessenden’s greatest contribution to the Union 
victory was his leadership of the Senate Fi-
nance Committee, where he raised the money 
to sustain the war through crisis after crisis. 
What’s more, his vote to acquit Andrew Johnson 
during his impeachment trial may have deci-
sively changed the course of history. Vallan-
digham was one of the great dissenters in our 
history, while Wade ably and effectively chaired 
the Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War.

Many congressmen insisted that they had 
the power to shape the course of the war. Some 
were even ahead of President Lincoln in such 
matters as the emancipation of slaves, enact-
ing an incremental series of laws that helped 
abolitionism become public policy. One of their 
boldest and most controversial actions was 
the establishment of the aforementioned Joint 
Committee on the Conduct of the War, which, 
over four years, investigated almost every 
aspect of the war and pressured the president 
to move more decisively against slavery and to 
take more aggressive military action.

This recounting of a pivotal time in our his-
tory is superb and deserves a wide readership.

—Roger Bishop

In Our Prime
By Susan J. Douglas

Social 
Science

When fem-
inist, scholar, 
media critic and 
author Susan 
J. Douglas (The 
Mommy Myth, 
Where the Girls 
Are) writes, “So 
here we are, 
on our puppet 
strings,” she is 

addressing “women of a certain age”—and she 
means it not as a wail of surrender but as a call 
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Radical women standing for justice
Celebrate Women’s History Month with two fiery biographies of women who 

fanned the flames of social progress at the beginning of the 20th century.

One hundred years ago, the United States 
was a nation divided by the same social and 
political issues that persist in slightly different 
forms today. Vast economic inequality divided 
the working class from the upper classes; many 
industries relied on recent immigrants to join 
an underpaid labor force; 
and birth control activists 
went to jail for distributing 
information about contra-
ception. Socialism appealed 
to many progressives, and 
women were on the front 
lines of social change. Two 
recent biographies of two 
extraordinary activist wom-
en bring this revolutionary 
era to vivid life, shining a 
light on the conflicts of our 
own time. 

Award-winning author 
Adam Hochschild turns 
his brilliant narrative eye 
to the real-life “Cinderel-
la of the Ghetto” in Reb-
el Cinderella: From Rags 
to Riches to Radical, the 
Epic Journey of Rose Pas-
tor Stokes (HMH, $30, 
9781328866745). A Jewish 
refugee from the pogroms 
in Russia, Rose Pastor be-
gan working in cigar fac-
tories as a child in Ohio. A 
move to the Lower East Side 
in New York City led Rose 
to a fledging journalism 
career with a Yiddish-lan-
guage press. Then her life 
took a dramatic turn when, 
in 1905, she met and mar-
ried James Graham Phelps 
Stokes, a member of one 
of New York’s wealthiest 
families. Despite their dif-
ferences, Rose and James 
built a successful marriage, 
at least for a time, based on 
shared socialist ideals and 
labor activism. The media were fascinated by 
their improbable union, and Rose became one 
of the most talked-about women in America.

On one of Rose’s lecture tours, she spoke to 
the Socialist Club at the University of Illinois at 
Urbana, where she inspired the restless imag-

ination of an undergraduate named Dorothy 
Day. John Loughery and Blythe Randolph’s 
co-authored biography, Dorothy Day: Dissent-
ing Voice of the American Century (Simon & 
Schuster, $30, 9781982103491), captures the 
captivating contradictions of the woman who 

would go on to become 
the leader of the Catholic 
Worker peace and justice 
movement. 

Day’s louche, hard- 
drinking bohemian life 
in 1910s and ’20s Green-
wich Village—a hotbed 
of radical politics, art, 
free love and all-night 
parties—may seem in-
congruous for a woman 
now being considered for 
canonization, but Lough-
ery and Randolph build 
a compelling case for the 
emergence of Day’s Cath-
olic faith from the dirt 
and poverty of New York’s 
downtown streets. During 
the Great Depression, Day 
and French Catholic phi-
losopher Peter Maurin 
founded the newspaper 
The Catholic Worker, as 
well as the first of what 
would become Catholic 
Worker houses for peo-
ple who are homeless. 
Indeed, Dorothy’s subse-
quent work as an anti-nu-
clear peace activist and 
proponent of civil dis-
obedience has earned her 
comparisons to Martin 
Luther King Jr. and Abra-
ham Lincoln. 

The intersections be-
tween the lives of Rose 
Pastor Stokes and Dor-
othy Day are many and 
fascinating. Readers in-
terested in the history of 

progressive thought and activism in the United 
States, particularly women’s roles in that history, 
would do well to read both of these well-written, 
deeply researched and narratively propulsive 
biographies. 

—Catherine Hollis

to arms. Her book In Our Prime: How Older 
Women Are Reinventing the Road Ahead 
(Norton, $25.95, 9780393652550) will inflame 
the hearts of both those who participated in 
the feminist movement of the 1970s and those 
who cut their teeth on #MeToo.

This rallying cry hearkens back to a long 
history of gender and age discrimination, from 
the patriarchal laws of colonial America that 
denied women their property rights, to the 
suffragists’ long fight for the right to vote, to 
the “coiling together of ageism and misogyny 
[that] served as a powerful weapon against 
Hillary Clinton in 2016.” From such “turnstile 
moments” have come history’s inspiring ac-
tivists: FDR’s Labor Secretary Frances Perkins; 
Dolores Huerta of the National Farm Work-
ers Association; co-founder of Ms. magazine 
Gloria Steinem; the Gray Panthers’ founder 
Maggie Kuhn; and Supreme Court Justice Ruth 
Bader Ginsburg. Now is the time, Douglas 
urges her aging contemporaries, to pass the 
feminist-activist torch to the next generation.

Thanks to the constant barrage of print, tele-
vision and social media, ageism (or anti-aging) 
seems to be everywhere. It’s rampant across 
advertising campaigns, thriving in the largely 
unregulated cosmetics industry and inherent 
in Big Pharma marketing, where “age itself is a 
condition that needs treatment.” Without vig-
ilance and action, Douglas warns, prejudicial 
attitudes can become government policies.

She pays special attention to current perspec-
tives on the fate of Social Security. With statisti-
cal evidence always in hand, Douglas points out 
that women tend to outlive men while earning 
less over their lifetimes and so are more vulner-
able to changes in this long-standing retirement 
benefit. The personal can become political: 
Keep an eye on your future, she advises her 
younger counterparts, and share your aware-
ness with others. The collective conscious-
ness-raising of the 1970s needs a comeback.

Inspiration can also come from celebrity 
“visibility revolts,” as when ageist stereotypes 
are demolished on screen in shows like “Grace 
and Frankie,” which follows in the footsteps of 
“The Golden Girls.” With humor and aplomb, 
Douglas makes a convincing case for how to 
end the war on older women and reinvent 
what aging can mean.

—Priscilla Kipp

Susan J. Douglas makes  
a convincing case for how 

 to end the war on older  
women and reinvent what 

 aging can mean.
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HAnna K
By Jenny Lee

Fiction

In Jenny Lee’s retelling of Leo Tolstoy’s Anna 
Karenina, wealthy East Coast teen Anna K 
trades her staid, old-money lifestyle for ever- 
increasing risks and romance.

Anna’s longtime boyfriend, Alexander W., is 
perfect, if a bit stuffy. Independent-minded 
Anna doesn’t mind that he’s away at college. 
Her horses and show dogs keep her occupied 
in Greenwich, away from the rich-kid antics 
often led by her brother, Steven, in New York 
City. But when Steven’s girlfriend discovers he’s 
been cheating on her, Anna rushes to the city 
to run interference. 

At the train station, she encounters the noto-
rious playboy Alexia “Count” Vronsky, and the 

trajectory of her life, which she has planned 
out in meticulous detail, begins to wobble. As 
other dramas unfold around them, Anna and 

Vronsky are powerless in the face of their in-
tense chemistry. In a world where reputation is 
everything, will Anna survive her life-changing 
love story?

TV writer and middle grade novelist Lee skill-
fully weaves beats of the classic Russian novel 
into the contemporary plot of her first YA novel, 
but readers will need no previous knowledge of 
Tolstoy to appreciate the social stakes, heart-
break, humor and moral complexity of Anna K 
(Flatiron, $18.99, 9781250236432). Wonderfully 
observed details of characters’ clothing, music, 
technology and slang add to the immersive, ef-
fortless flow of these teens’ glittering world, and 
secondary characters shine as they deal with 
their own family issues. 

While its melodrama is high and the tragedy 
of the source material looms large, Lee’s ver-
sion, tweaked and updated for today’s teens, 
makes for addictive reading.

—Annie Metcalf

When You Were Everything 
By Ashley Woodfolk

Fiction

In her second 
novel, Ashley 
Woodfolk (The 
Beauty That Re-
mains) offers a 
powerful close-
up view of what 
it means to lose 
a best friend 
and to feel like 
you’re facing the 
world alone. 

For years, best friends Cleo and Layla were 
everything to each other. But over the sum-
mer, Layla began to drift in a new direction, 
leaving Cleo behind bit by bit. Then, nearly a 
month before the start of the novel, in a rash 
moment of anger, frustration and vengeful-
ness, Cleo imploded what remained of the 
friendship. 

Anchorless and distraught, Cleo begins to 
form friendships with other classmates (and 
a budding romance with Dom, the gorgeous 
new boy in school). Despite these steps for-
ward, she has been shaken to the core by what 
happened. The experience has left her unable 
to truly trust others until she learns to forgive 
Layla—and herself.

In Cleo’s voice, Woodfolk captures the raw, 
messy emotions that accompany the unique 

heartbreak of expired friendships. The book’s 
chapters alternate seamlessly between “then” 
and “now,” whisking readers along through 
Cleo’s and Layla’s intense journeys. In effortless 
prose, Woodfolk illustrates the depth of their 
friendship, the chaos of its unraveling and 
the devastation of its aftermath as Cleo tries 
to pick up the pieces and find a way forward 
without her other half.

When You Were Everything (Delacorte, 
$17.99, 9781524715915) is a beautiful ode to 
friendship in all its stages: brand new, breaking 
apart and weathered. Its exploration of love 
and loyalty is sure to resonate with any reader 
who’s experienced the loss of a friend.

—Sarah Welch

Be Not Far From Me 
By Mindy McGinnis

Fiction

Ashley Haw-
kins has always 
felt at home 
when she’s out-
side in nature. 
She’s grown 
up around the 
mountains 
and trails of 
Tennessee, 
and wilderness 
survival skills 

run in her blood. She even earned the nick-

name “Ass-kicker Ashley” from her old friend 
Davey—before he mysteriously disappeared 
on a solo hiking trip.

Unlike many of her friends, Ashley is 
intimately aware of the woods’ pragmatic 
ruthlessness, not just their potential for keg-
gers and drunken hookups. Against her better 
judgment, Ashley agrees to go to the Smoky 
Mountains with friends for a weekend of hik-
ing and partying—only to stumble upon her 
new boyfriend in a compromising position 
with his ex. 

Stunned and heartbroken, Ashley flees 
into the night, completely alone, without her 
backpack, phone or even her shoes. When she 
suffers a fall in the darkness and her injuries 
cause her to become increasingly disoriented, 
the forest that’s always been a place of solace 
for her becomes instead a site of mortal dan-
ger. Will Ashley suffer the same fate as Davey? 

Be Not Far From Me (Katherine Tegen, 
$18.99, 9780062561626), a brutal survival tale 
from Edgar Award-winning author Mindy Mc-
Ginnis (A Madness So Discreet, This Darkness 
Mine), doesn’t pull any punches when it comes 
to the harsh realities Ashley encounters in the 
woods or the excruciating decisions she must 
make in order to stay alive. As Ashley sum-
mons reserves of strength she didn’t know she 
had, she also comes to terms with the difficult 
circumstances of her past that have made her 
stronger—and given her the resilience she will 
need to keep going. 

Readers will be utterly captivated by Ashley’s 
harrowing, hopeful fight to survive. 

—Norah Piehl
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HThe Light in Hidden Places
By Sharon Cameron

Historical 
Fiction

Sharon 
Cameron’s The 
Light in Hidden 
Places (Scho-
lastic, $18.99, 
9781338355932) 
is based on 
the true story 
of Holocaust 
heroine Stefania 
Podgórska, a 

16-year-old Catholic girl in Poland who not 
only took care of her younger sister but also 
hid 13 Jewish people in the attic of her tiny 
apartment.

In order to tell Stefania’s story, Cameron 
(The Dark Unwinding, The Knowing) did ex-
tensive research, which included interviewing 
several of the attic’s survivors, gaining access 
to Stefania’s unpublished memoir and travel-
ing with Stefania’s son to Poland. There, they 
visited the places in which this unbelievable 
tale unfolded. Cameron saw for herself the 
minuscule, cramped space where 13 people 
cowered for more than two years with no 
electricity, water or toilet, and which Stefania 
and her sister could only access via a ladder to 
bring them food and water and carry out their 
waste in buckets. 

What’s more, an SS officer lived in an adja-
cent apartment for months, and by the end of 
the war, two German nurses had moved into 
Stefania’s apartment. The nurses often brought 
their SS boyfriends home for the night, making 
Stefania feel like she was not only secretly and 
illegally hiding Jewish people but also “running 
a Nazi boarding house.”

Cameron’s wide-ranging research and deft 
storytelling abilities combine to create an 
astoundingly authentic first-person narration. 
Her exquisite prose conveys in riveting detail 
exactly what it was like for Stefania to live 
through the horrors she witnessed, as well as 
the difficult decisions that had to be made by 
both survivors and those who did not, ulti-
mately, survive.

Though it at times reads like a memoir, The 
Light in Hidden Places is a tense and gripping 
novel, full of urgency, in which death seems 
to wait around every corner. Although it’s still 
early in the year, it seems destined for my list 
of the best books of 2020.

—Alice Cary

The new required reading
Two books confront the history of racism in America  

and provide a road map for teens to take action.

To foster a fruitful discussion about race 
in America, begin with an essential resource 
like Jason Reynolds and Ibram X. Kendi’s 
Stamped: Racism, Antiracism, and You (Lit-
tle, Brown, $18.99, 9780316453691). It “is not 
a history book. . . . 
At least, not like 
the ones you’re 
used to reading in 
school.” 

“Remixing” Ken-
di’s Stamped From 
the Beginning: The 
Definitive History 
of Racist Ideas in 
America, the book 
begins by dividing 
racial thought into 
three categories—
segregationist, as-
similationist and 
anti-racist—and 
clarifying that a 
person can articu-
late thoughts from 
more than one cat-
egory in the span 
of a day and can certainly change 
camps over the course of years or a 
lifetime. It then follows the trail of 
racist and anti-racist ideas as they 
have challenged each other across 
history, from the first-known written 
record of racist ideas in 15th-century 
Europe to the arrival of Europeans 
on North American shores, all the 
way through contemporary Ameri-
can society. 

This may sound like an epic feat 
for a slim volume written for young 
readers—and it is. More than merely 
a young reader’s adaptation of Ken-
di’s landmark work, Stamped does a 
remarkable job of tying together dis-
parate threads while briskly moving 
through its historical narrative. Em-
ploying his signature conversational 
tone, Reynolds selects key names to dwell on, 
revealing complex motivations behind their 
actions and diving fearlessly into their con-
tradictions. 

Once readers have been introduced to 
Stamped’s thorough overview of the history 
and modus operandi of racist and anti-rac-
ist thought, the next steps are self-reflection 

and action. Turn to This Book Is Anti-Racist 
(Frances Lincoln, $14.99, 9780711245211), 
written by Tiffany Jewell and illustrated by 
Aurélia Durand. It’s a handbook for how to 
be an anti-racist in a racist world, with neat-

ly organized sections that guide 
readers through its mix of theory 
and practice. 

First, Jewell encourages read-
ers to explore their own identi-
ties and to consider how we all 
“carry” history. Next, she offers a 
guide on preparing to act against 
racism, including strategies such 
as disruption, interruption, call-
ing in and calling out. Finally, she 
invites readers to consider how 
to work in concert with others 
through allyship, spending priv-
ilege, self-care and more. At the 
end of each section, journaling 
and writing activities help to so-
lidify and personalize the con-
tent.

Jewell uses a mixture of facts 
and personal an-
ecdotes to illus-
trate each con-
cept. Her text 
speaks directly 
to young people 
and acknowl-
edges their lim-
itations—as well 
as their great 
p o t e n t i a l — i n 
a world where 
many decisions 
are made by 
adults. She is 
honest about the 
discomfort and 
risks involved 
in taking action 
against racism 
and encourages 
readers to reflect 

and prepare before they do so. 
Durand’s colorful artwork depicts wonder-

fully diverse groups of young people, and it 
combines with Jewell’s intentional use of 
inclusive language to provide a safe and in-
viting way for teen readers to reflect on the 
world’s issues and their place in solving them.

—Autumn Allen
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The girls save themselves in these books
Three young adult novels wrap up empowering ideas in magical packages.

Across a range of settings both historical and fantastical, three new 
young adult fantasy novels place determined young women and the 
challenges they face front and center.

For Nannerl Mozart, a girl in Salzburg, Austria, in 1759, the imaginary 
kingdom of Back serves as a joy-
ful reprieve from the hours she 
spends practicing piano with her 
little brother, Wolfgang. The two 
prodigies entertain themselves by 
inventing stories about Back as 
they tour Europe to perform for 
the monarchy.

In The Kingdom of Back (Put-
nam, $18.99, 9781524739010), a 
historical fantasy by Marie Lu, the 
young Mozarts discover that Back 
is not only real but also a source 
of their musical genius. But their 
father decrees that musical com-
position is not appropriate for 
women and that performing is not 
a suitable pursuit for a young lady 
like Nannerl. Now only Wolfgang 
is allowed to compose music. En-
ter Back’s blue-skinned princeling, Hyacinth, who 
promises that Nannerl will achieve immortality for 
her musical talent, if she will only assist him with a 
quest. Alas, the princeling’s offer comes at a price (as 
offers of help in fairy tales often do). 

Throughout The Kingdom of Back, Nannerl fears 
she will be eclipsed by her brother, and Lu explores 
how much both Nannerl and Wolfgang are willing 
to sacrifice for the opportunity to share 
their genius with the world, as well as 

the complications of 
familial jealousy and 
betrayal. Lu, author of 

the bestselling Leg-
end series, wisely 
calibrates her con-

temporary perspective on her historical 
characters. With a light touch, she illus-

trates how the gifts of talented, ambitious 
young women like Nannerl were over-
looked and unappreciated. Indeed, 
simply because he had the good for-
tune to be born a boy, Wolfgang Ama-

deus Mozart was allowed to nurture his 
genius, while the real Nannerl was largely 

lost to history. In Lu’s capable hands, she’s finally 
resurrected, and her story and music sing.

If you think you know about mermaids because 
you’ve seen Disney’s The Little Mermaid, think again. 

The sirens in Susann Cokal’s Mermaid Moon (Candle-
wick, $22.99, 9781536209594) are matriarchal, and their 
songs lure humans to the sea to be killed. This reenvi-

sioning of the Hans Christian Andersen fairy tale is no Disney movie; in 
fact, it offers a rather dim view of humankind from a siren’s perspective.

Mermaid Moon’s heroine is Sanna, whose father is sea-vish (a mer-
man) but whose mother is land-ish (a human). To forestall the inevita-
ble scandal, a witch cast a forgetting spell on nearly everyone present 
at Sanna’s birth. Now a young woman, Sanna has become the witch’s 
apprentice, but her dearest hope in life is to go on land and find her 

human mother.
Cokal, whose previous book, The 

Kingdom of Little Wounds, received 
a Printz Honor, spins a sprawling 
plot, populated by a large cast of 
both sea- and land-dwelling char-
acters. (Oh, and there’s also a drag-
on.) Amid this fantasy world, Sanna 
is swept up by the problems of hu-
mankind—namely the highly reli-
gious and patriarchal society of the 
land-ish. When she comes ashore, 
the villagers regard her as a saint, 
and the local baroness effectively 
kidnaps Sanna to force her to mar-
ry her son. Sanna not only needs to 
find her mother, but she must also 
escape the confines of land-ish 
matrimony.

While Sanna’s quest to learn the 
truth is sometimes painful, it’s also, in the end, worth-
while. Mermaid Moon is an action-packed tale of pa-
rental abandonment, familial longing, treachery and 
dark magic with an appealingly determined heroine. 

Bisou, the protagonist of Elana K. Arnold’s fast-paced 
Red Hood (Balzer + Bray, $18.99, 9780062742353), lives 
with her grandmother, Mémé. After Bisou kills a wolf that 
attacks her in the woods, she learns that she is one of a 
small group of women who become supernaturally pow-
erful during their menstrual cycles, and she must use 
these gifts to protect other women from wolves—who 
are actually men and boys who’ve committed terrible 
acts of violence against women. The wolves will show no 

mercy, and neither must Bisou. But as she develops her gifts, Bisou begins 
to realize the weight of her vengeful violence may also be a burden.

Red Hood recognizes that teens can and do become the victims of 
violence just as easily as adults. In a culture where violent acts are re-
ported on the news every night, stories to help teens confront and reck-
on with this reality are vital. Award winner Arnold (Damsel, What Girls 
Are Made Of ) addresses her readership with knowledge and ease, even 
when writing about delicate subjects such as sexuality, consent or the 
victim-blaming that can occur after an assault. 

A graphic, visceral fantasy that doesn’t pull its punches and often reads 
like a thriller, Red Hood depicts young women growing into their anger 
and developing a will to fight. “It’s not that we need more wolf hunters,” 
Bisou says, after she has killed her second wolf/boy. “It’s that we need 
men to stop becoming wolves.” I want to give this book to every teenager 
I know.

—Jessica Wakeman

MERMAID MOON. Cover illustration copyright © 2020 by Anna and Elena Balbusso. Reproduced by permission of the publisher, Candlewick Press, Somerville, MA.
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HBlack Brother, 
 Black Brother
By Jewell Parker Rhodes

Middle Grade
Black Brother. Black Brother. That’s 

all Dante hears. It’s the only way 
anyone sees him. Not as a student, or 
as a friend, or even as a person. Just 
as Black Brother. Something has to 
change. 

In Black Brother, Black Brother 
(Little, Brown, $16.99, 9780316493802, 
ages 8 to 12) by Coretta Scott King 
Honor author Jewell Parker Rhodes, 
Dante is confronted with the stark realization 
that merely hoping for change isn’t going 

to work. 
He’ll have 
to make 
change 
happen.

Dante 
and his 
brother, 
Trey, both 
attend 
Middlefield 
Prep. But 
Dante is 
singled out, 
mistrusted 
and unfairly 
targeted 
by both 

students and teachers because his skin is 
significantly darker than Trey’s. When he is 

suspended and arrested for something that he 
didn’t do, Dante knows he must take a risk and 
fight for justice for himself. Fencing might not 
seem like the obvious route, but Alan, the lead 
aggressor in Dante’s bullying, holds the role of 
team captain, and Dante wants to beat Alan 
at his own game. He finds an unlikely mentor 
in Arden, a local youth center employee and 
former Olympic fencer. 

Rooted in Dante’s heartbreaking search for a 
place to belong, Black Brother, Black Brother 
is a moving look at systemic racism and the 
school-to-prison pipeline. Strong, believable 
characters drive the action, making readers 
feel invested in its outcome. This exhilarating 
and emotional story shows young readers the 
power in fighting for what you believe and sur-
rounding yourself with people who will fight 
with you.

—Kevin Delecki

The Nest That Wren Built 
By Randi Sonenshine  
Illustrated by Anne Hunter 

Picture 
Book

Mimicking 
the classic 
cumulative 
nursery 
rhyme “This 
Is the House 
That Jack 
Built,” The 
Nest That 
Wren Built 

(Candlewick, $16.99, 9781536201536, ages 4 
to 8) is the first picture book by author Randi 
Sonenshine. It tells the story of how Papa Wren 
constructs a nest for his growing family. After 
building the nest, Papa guards it while “chirping 
a mirthful song to the sky.” Once the eggs have 
been laid, he hunts for food. At 14 days old, 
the fledgling birds are ready to fly from their 
remarkably crafted home, high up in a tree. 

Sonenshine’s text is full of vivid, sensory 
images (“This is the moss, softer than suede”), 
and her seemingly simple narrative subtly 
works on multiple levels. The Nest That Wren 
Built may be a book about wrens, but it’s also 
about the patient, tender care that parents take 
when they provide for their offspring. Illus-
trator Anne Hunter (Possum and the Summer 
Storm, Cricket Song) makes the warm, cozy 

nest the consistent focus of these illustrations, 
which are laid out on cream-colored pages. 
The ink and colored pencil illustrations appro-
priately feature a muted, earth-tone palette, 
and there’s a distinct sense that Hunter has 
constructed her drawings as carefully as Papa 
constructs his nest. Make sure to look closely 
to see Hunter’s crosshatching, which creates 
effective texture and shading. 

Nothing about the wrens and their work is 
anthropomorphized or made cute. Instead, 
Sonenshine’s bouncy text is filled with facts 
about how wrens construct nests. Young read-
ers will enjoy spotting the other wild animals 
that pop up to watch the wrens, as well as the 
creature who repurposes the nest to serve as 
his own home at the close of this endearing 
and informative story.

—Julie Danielson

Mañanaland 
By Pam Muñoz Ryan 

Middle 
Grade

Newbery 
Honor author 
Pam Muñoz 
Ryan (Echo) 
demonstrates 
her ability to tell 
poignant adven-
ture stories with 
Mañanaland 
(Scholastic, 

$18.99, 9781338157864, ages 9 to 12), which is 
certain to become an instant classic. 

It’s the first day of summer break, and Max is 
full of the sweet anticipation of weekend visits 
to the local swimming hole and daily soccer 
drills to increase his chance of achieving the 
dream held by every young boy in the village 
of Santa Maria: making the fútbol team. But 
almost as soon as Max forms these plans, they 

begin to fade right before his eyes. His father 
won’t allow him to go to the elite fútbol clinic 
that all of his friends will be attending, and 
even worse, Max soon learns that the mother 
who left when he was a baby took his birth cer-
tificate with her, leaving him no way to register 
for the team. 

His dreams crumbling, Max takes drastic 
action and embarks on a quest to find his 
mother and set everything right. But his fam-
ily history is not what he thought it was, and 
Max must uncover many secrets before he can 
return home. 

Ryan’s unadorned prose offers readers lush 
depictions of life in Max’s small village, which 
she populates with characters that spring 
instantly to life. Max is the kind of protagonist 
that readers love to root for, equipped with a 
good heart and growing emotionally along his 

A poignant adventure 
story, Mañanaland is 
certain to become an 

instant classic.
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journey. Though Mañanaland can feel a bit 
bittersweet at times, Ryan counterbalances 
this with heartening representations of kind-
ness in the face of adversity and the courage 
required to live out that ideal.

—Hannah Lamb 

HOn Wings of Words 
By Jennifer Berne 
Illustrated by Becca Stadtlander

Biogra-
phy

The life of 
Emily Dick-
inson is in 
good hands 
with picture 
book biogra-
pher Jennifer 
Berne (On a 

Beam of Light: A Story of Albert Einstein). 
On Wings of Words (Chronicle, $18.99, 

9781452142975, ages 8 to 12) is a reverent 
tribute to Dickinson’s singular contributions to 
the world of poetry. Although it begins with her 
birth and ends with her death, it also describes 
the discovery, made by her sister after 
her death, that Dickinson left 
behind hundreds of poems. 
“Today almost every library, 
every bookstore, every 
school in every city, 
state, and country 
has Emily’s 
poems,” Berne 
writes.

Writing in a 
format that 
resembles 

Dickinson’s verse (including the occasional 
use of dashes), Berne even incorporates a few 
excerpts from her poetry. She avoids sentimen-
talizing or pathologizing Dickinson’s person-
ality and work. Employing sensory prose and 
conveying a sense of wonder for her subject, 
Berne emphasizes Dickinson’s love of nature 
and literature and, later, her earnest search for 
answers to life’s sorrows. 

Becca Stadtlander’s detailed, folk art-style 
illustrations capture Dickinson’s world and 
bring shape to the metaphors Berne em-
ploys to signify Dickinson’s growth as a poet. 
Many butterflies, as well as other creatures in 
flight, flutter across these pages, emphasizing 
how her poems flew “on the wings of Emily’s 
words.” The backmatter includes an expla-
nation of how Berne defines poetry; a note 
on how to read, write and share poetry; and a 
refreshing admission that “no one fully under-
stands or gets everything out of Emily’s poems 
on the first reading.”

—Julie Danielson

The Paper Kingdom 
By Helena Ku Rhee 
Illustrated by Pascal Campion

Picture 
Book

It’s hard 
for Daniel 
to leave his 
warm bed 
and cozy 
apartment, 
but without a 
babysitter, he 
must accom-
pany his par-
ents to their 

nighttime janitorial job. While they work, they 

make up stories, 
transforming the 
empty conference 
rooms, messy kitchen 
and echoing hallways into 
a magical realm. Welcome to 
The Paper Kingdom (Random 
House, $17.99, 9780525644613, 
ages 3 to 7). 

Author Helena Ku Rhee writes from her 
own personal experience, having also gone 
with her parents to their night custodial jobs. 
Her narration rings with honesty as Daniel’s 
voice changes from sleepy and surly to curious 
but frustrated as he sees how hard his parents 
work to clean up the messes created by the 
office workers. 

Illustrator Pascal Campion expertly uses 
colors to build a sense of atmosphere on 
every page. Readers will feel the warm glow 
of a lamp, hear the squeaky shine of newly 
mopped floors and see the blur of the city 
through bleary eyes. The facial expressions of 
Daniel and his parents are simple but convey 
their emotions (especially their exhaustion) 
clearly and unmistakably. Campion’s digital 
brushstrokes vary from soft and vague to finely 
detailed. Plants become bold strokes of color, 
while bathroom-stall doors are sharp and 
precise. This variety—along with a few magical 
touches—brings readers into Daniel’s sleepy, 
dreamlike state and makes every page feel like 
a slightly hazy memory.

The Paper Kingdom salutes the sacrifices 
that parents make for their children and mov-
ingly acknowledges the work of those who toil 
while the city sleeps. It’s an affectionate tribute 
to the bonds of family and the unexpected 
memories we form when we perform seeming-
ly mundane tasks together. It’s also an homage 
to the way imagination sometimes works when 
we are young, and how reality and the possibil-
ity of dragons can mingle.

—Jill Lorenzini

Illustrations from On Wings of Words  
© 2020 by Becca Stadtlander. Reproduced 
by permission of Chronicle Books.
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Girls across the ages
Two middle grade novels offer tales of action and friendship.

Gold Rush Girl (Candlewick, $17.99, 9781536206791, ages 
10 to 14), by award-winning author Avi, opens in 1848, when 
Rhode Islander Tory Blaisdell makes a vow to live like Jane 
Eyre and control her own destiny. Her resolve is put to the 
test when her father decides to seek his fortune in the Cal-
ifornia gold rush, bringing along Tory’s little brother, Jacob. 
Tory convinces her brother to help her stow away. 

When the trio arrives in San Francisco, they’re confronted 
by the harsh realities of the mining craze. They trade their 
middle-class house for a dirt-floor tent on a muddy road. 
Water costs a dollar a bucket. When Tory’s father departs for 
the hills, she dresses as a boy to do manual labor. Then Jacob 
is kidnapped, and Tory and her friends must launch a des-
perate rescue attempt before he is shipped off as a cabin boy.

Gold Rush Girl tells an adventure-filled but grounded sto-
ry of what life was like for many families whose dreams of 
gold came to nothing but who nevertheless made new lives 
for themselves in California. 

Anne Blankman’s The Blackbird Girls (Viking, $17.99, 

9781984837356, ages 9 to 12) tackles a subject rarely touched 
on in middle grade fiction: the Chernobyl nuclear disaster.  

This riveting story opens on the fateful morning of April 
26, 1986, when Valentina Kaplan’s father doesn’t return from 
the late shift at the Chernobyl power station. At school, Val-
entina’s neighbor and classmate Oksana, whose father also 
works at Chernobyl, taunts Valentina with anti-Semitic in-
sults. In the aftermath of the disaster, the girls are separated 
from their mothers and evacuated to Leningrad, where they 
live with Valentina’s grandmother, Rifka. The experience 
challenges Oksana’s attitudes about Jewish families, while 
Valentina begins to connect more deeply with her faith and 
her family’s history. 

Flashbacks from Rifka’s life during World War II deep-
en Blankman’s exploration of the transformative power of 
friendship across time. Rich with historical details, The 
Blackbird Girls places Valentina and Oksana’s compelling 
relationship firmly at the story’s center.  

—Deborah Hopkinson

 
meet   E.B. GOODALE

In E.B. Goodale’s charming 
Under the Lilacs (HMH, $17.99, 

9780358153931, ages 4 to 7), a girl 
decides to run away from home and 
build a new life under her neighbor’s 
lilac bushes, only to find that home 

isn’t so easy to leave behind. 
Goodale is an author, illustrator and 
printmaker who loves fluffy cats and 
the color yellow. She lives with her 

family in Massachusetts.

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?

feature | historical fiction




