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Warm Up with These
COOL STORIES
READ BY SUSAN ERICKSEN
#1

In the latest thriller in the
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

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

BRITTANY PRESSLEY
“Oona Out of Order is a
delightfully freewheeling romp.”
—Booklist

AVAILABLE FRO M
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audio

by anna zeitlin

H Carrie Fisher
Even if Carrie Fisher had never starred in one of the biggest
movie franchises of all time,
she still would have lived a life
worth writing about, and author Sheila Weller tells the full
story in Carrie Fisher: A Life
on the Edge (Macmillan Audio,
13.5 hours). Fisher was a witty
novelist, a top Hollywood script
doctor, an addict, a child of celebrities and a performer of a one-woman show. She was also bipolar, an
extremely thoughtful gift-giver and a thrower of legendary parties. I think
Fisher would have appreciated the humor with which Weller portrays her
life and the way she balances darkness with light. Award-winning narrator Saskia Maarleveld nimbly strikes this balance as well, giving the darker moments of Fisher’s life the weight they deserve while ably delivering
her jokes, a vital skill when quoting this beloved icon.

Cosy
Cosy (HarperAudio, 2 hours) is a necessary
counterpoint to the sleek, minimalist, Danish modern style of interior design that’s so
popular today. This audiobook teaches you
not only how to decorate your home for maximum comfort but also how to live your life
to its “cosiest” (the British spelling, please).
After listening to it, I was ready to throw out
all my Ikea furniture and curl up in a Welsh woven blanket with a pot of
tea and one of the cosy books recommended by author Laura Weir. She
offers suggestions for cosy charities (because giving back makes you feel
good), cosy vacation stays, cosy recipes and cosy clothing, all with a lighthearted sense of humor. Narrator Michelle Ford’s peaceful, meditative
voice is the perfect guide through ultimate cosiness.

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

The Queens of Animation
The women behind Disney’s most famous
animated features finally get their due in
this well-researched book from Nathalia
Holt. Even if you’re not already interested
in animation, The Queens of Animation
(Hachette Audio, 11.5 hours) is worth listening to for its insight into the changing roles
of women in the workforce throughout the
20th and early 21st centuries. Many creative
women have been involved in the menial tasks of animation since its
early days, but this book focuses on the women who were integral to the
look of Disney’s earliest films, despite Walt Disney’s original policy of not
hiring women for creative roles. Surviving in a male-dominated industry, the women are linked by their talent and gumption. Narrator Saskia
Maarleveld has a compelling way of telling the story—one that pulls you
in further, like she’s confiding a dark secret.

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

lifestyles

by susannah felts

sci-fi & fantasy by chris pickens

H Rage Baking
Indeed it is a cookbook, but
Kathy Gunst and Katherine
Alford’s Rage Baking (Tiller,
$24.99, 9781982132675) is also
a genius idea—the very text
that we, an army of citizen
bakers, have been waiting for.
Among more than 40 contributors to this feisty and inspiring collection of recipes, essays
and interviews are luminaries
Ruth Reichl, Ani DiFranco,
Dorie Greenspan and Rebecca
Traister. There are recipes like
“Power Muffs” and “No More Sheet Cake.” The recipes, like the women behind them, represent diverse culinary traditions, from cornbread to bulgur flatbread to challah to focaccia. But they all share one ingredient: “I
am anger wrapped in hopelessness wrapped in despair wrapped in more
anger,” writes Tess Rafferty. “And when I can’t stand it anymore, I cook.”

$9 Therapy
I’ve seen many a self-care book, but this
one struck me as fresh. First, there’s the
catchy title: $9 Therapy (Morrow Gift,
$12.99, 9780062936332). But the subtitle
is the clincher: “Semi-Capitalist Solutions
to Your Emotional Problems.” What do
co-authors Megan Reid and Nick Greene
mean by that? First, what it’s not: “a guide
to getting your shit together.” What it is:
funny at every turn and packed with small,
practical hacks and crafts—DIY sheet
spray! DIY makeup brush cleaner!—that will cumulatively make you a
more functional human being. A book that perfectly, humorously captures
a corner of the zeitgeist is always a win—even if, alas, it doesn’t retail for $9.
Buy it anyway, along with a gallon of white vinegar.

Close to Birds

H The Unspoken
Name
Expansive and compelling, A.K.
Larkwood’s The Unspoken Name
(Tor, $25.99, 9781250238900) has
everything you’d want in a new fantasy universe. Csorwe, an orc disciple of a dark god known as the Unspoken One, is living on borrowed
time. As a priestess, she will have to
die as a sacrifice made to the Unspoken One. When a strange wizard
saves her and takes her far away,
Csorwe finds new purpose, traveling through the multiverse in search
of an ancient artifact and finally discovering who she really is. Larkwood constructs her fantasy world with
confidence and detail, and Csorwe’s journey from wide-eyed sacrifice to
formidable warrior is satisfying and earned.

Highfire
Eoin Colfer, author of the beloved Artemis
Fowl series, makes a hilarious and suspenseful
return with the fantasy crime caper Highfire
(Harper Perennial, $19.99, 9780062938558).
Squib, a teenage troublemaker from Louisiana, witnesses a murder committed by a
malicious crooked cop, Regence Hooke. Desperately trying to escape through the bayou,
Squib is hauled out of the swamp by a completely unexpected savior: a dragon. Last of the
Highfire line of dragons, Vern spends his days
in his lounge chair watching Netflix. With this act of charity, Squib, Vern
and Hooke find themselves on a collision course that’s sure to end in fire.
Central Louisiana has rarely been as vividly rendered as it is here, as Colfer gleefully piles on the mud and muck from the very first page. Highfire
is funny, menacing and unlike anything else I’ve read recently.

The Unwilling

Truly one of the most breathtaking titles
I’ve explored in a long time, Close to
Birds (Roost, $39.95, 9781611807103),
first published in Sweden, achieves
the delicate balance of jaw-dropping
photographs and thought-provoking
text. Authors Mats and Åsa Ottosson
didn’t set out to create a traditional
bird-watching book, a guide for seekers
of the most elusive specimens. Instead,
among the birds featured in stunning color against white backgrounds
are an ordinary mallard, a common sandpiper, a Eurasian sparrow and
a common starling. “Being receptive to birds is both much simpler and
much bigger than [determining species],” the authors write. “It’s not a
hobby; rather it can be seen as a loving receptivity to the larger we to
which humans are lucky to belong.” You’ll learn, gasp and see birds anew.

A sharp, simple concept launches a story of
family and intrigue in The Unwilling (MIRA,
$27.99, 9780778309406) by Kelly Braffet. Judah, a girl with no noble blood, is linked with
Gavin, the heir to the city of Highfall. No one
can explain why, but when one of them feels
anything, from pain to happiness, the other
feels it, too. When Gavin’s marriage and court
accession threatens Judah with exile, she must
discover how to break the connection and be
free at last. Braffet has a real gift for dialogue,
and Judah’s quick cleverness is a constant joy.
This is especially welcome in the story’s darker moments, which never
shy away from examining the most painful ramifications of Judah and
Gavin’s magical connection. Readers will fall in love with the contemplative pace, brisk dialogue and rebellious heroine of The Unwilling.

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.

Chris Pickens is a Nashville-based fantasy and sci-fi superfan who loves channeling
his enthusiasm into reviews of the best new books the genre has to offer.
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whodunit

by bruce tierney
Perfect Little Children

Picture this: You haven’t seen your friend Flora in a dozen years, nor
her husband, Lewis, nor their kids, Emily and Thomas. Then, almost
as if by accident, you see her step out of her silver Range Rover, and
she looks exactly the same, no sign of aging whatsoever. OK, that could
happen. Diet, exercise, perhaps a little nip-and-tuck surgery—those
could do the trick. But then her kids step out of the car as well, and
you overhear Flora speak to them: “Oh, well done, Emily. That’s kind.
Say thank you, Thomas.” But the thing is, Emily and Thomas should be
teenagers by now, and these children are preschoolers. This is the situation faced by Beth Leeson in Sophie Hannah’s latest thriller, Perfect
Little Children (William Morrow, $27.99, 9780062978202), and she
cannot wrap her mind around it. So she does what any red-blooded
suspense heroine would do—she noses around a bit. And then a bit
more. And with each new piece of information she acquires, she becomes more convinced that there
is a crime to be uncovered, and that her former friend may be in mortal danger. This notion begins
to border on obsession, and the reader gets to watch as it becomes more and more deeply rooted. So
what on earth is going on? Genetic age manipulation? Some strange, dark mind game? Or is Beth simply losing her marbles, one by one? Whatever the case, this is another satisfying psycho-thriller from
the queen of the genre.

Alone in the Wild
Kelley Armstrong’s Rockton series continues in Alone in the Wild (Minotaur, $27.99, 9781250254283). Deep in the Yukon Mountains, the totally off-the-grid town of Rockton is a perfect escape for criminals and
battered spouses alike. After being accepted by the council and paying a
hefty fee, new residents say goodbye to any communication (electronic
or otherwise) with the outside world. There’s only one firm rule in place:
no townspeople under the age of 18. So when Detective Casey Duncan
and her partner in both work and romance, Eric Dalton, stumble upon a
murdered woman holding a barely alive baby, they feel no small measure
of consternation about what to do with the child while launching an investigation into the murder. The denizens of Rockton are a motley crew
and certainly not the preferred cross-section of society to be engaged in
childcare. Armstrong has created a unique milieu for setting her suspense
novels, which is no easy task nowadays. Read one, and you will want to read the rest.

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

The Good Killer
If you’re up for a first-rate page turner, look no further than Harry Dolan’s
The Good Killer (Mysterious Press, $26, 9780802148414). Iraq vet Sean
and his partner, Molly, have been living under the radar for years, harboring a virtually priceless secret and trying to remain invisible to a pair
of dangerous enemies. Then, by sheer unfortunate happenstance, Sean
uses his military training to take down a spree killer in a Houston mall.
Sean makes a fairly clean getaway, but his face and license plate number
are captured by mall security cams, and he becomes something of a reluctant celebrity. Meanwhile, Molly is attending a yoga seminar in Montana, where she is required to surrender her cell phone and renounce all
contact with the outside world. Sean has no choice but to drive there and
collect her before anyone else can. He heads north in an aging Camry with
a faulty alternator, woefully under-armored vis-à-vis the opposing teams. The rest of the book is basically one long and harrowing chase scene, right up to the explosive climax. Block out sufficient time to
read The Good Killer in one sitting. It’ll be hard to stop once you get started.

H A Divided Loyalty
Scotland Yard Detective Inspector Ian
Rutledge, the central character of the
wildly popular series by mother-and-son
writing duo Charles Todd, embarks on his
22nd adventure in A Divided Loyalty (William Morrow, $28.99, 9780062905536).
A murder victim has been discovered in
the center of a stone circle. Another officer was originally assigned to investigate, but Rutledge is deployed to reopen
the case after he successfully completes
a separate investigation displaying some
similarities to the stone-circle murder.
The deeper Rutledge becomes involved
in the investigation, the more likely it
looks that a fellow officer was the perpetrator. Rutledge finds this troubling not
only from a public relations perspective
but also because he respects and likes the
officer in question. But the evidence is
damning and proceeds to become more
so with each passing day. Rutledge is one
of the most complicated and finely drawn
characters in contemporary crime fiction. Suffering from shell shock after his
experiences in World War I, he carries on
regular conversations with a dead soldier
from his command, a man who disobeyed
orders while under fire and was executed
by Rutledge for his disobedience. There’s
not a weak episode to be found in Todd’s
terrific series.

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.
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book clubs | by julie hale

Matters of the heart
Your favorite column has received a reboot! Each month,
we’ll recommend the best books for reading groups based on
a theme. First up, the complications of love.
Lauren Groff’s electrifying, acclaimed novel Fates and Furies
(Riverhead, $16, 9781594634482)
chronicles the vagaries of romantic passion through would-be
actor Lotto and elusive Mathilde—a
picture-perfect
pair who meet in college and marry young.
Through sections told
from the perspective of
each partner, the novel tracks the ups and
downs of their 24-year
union, and the two narratives powerfully play
off each other. Mathilde’s secrets will surprise
readers, and the book
has a headlong momentum that suits its subject
matter. From start to
finish, it’s a thrilling look
at the risks and rewards
of love.
Mary Parsons, in
debt and contending
with health problems,
is hired as part of actor Kurt Sky’s Girlfriend
Experiment in The Answers (Picador, $17,
9781250183088)
by
novelist Catherine Lacey. Kurt aims to find a
formula for the ideal
romantic relationship,
so he partners with
women who have been
prompted to display
certain traits, such as
Maternal
Girlfriend
and—in Mary’s case—
Emotional Girlfriend.
Mary is soon swept up
in Kurt’s strange drama,
and the narrative that
unfolds is a disquieting
and provocative exploration of
the logistics of love.
Ian McEwan’s novel The

Children Act (Anchor, $15.95,
9781101872871) tells the story of
Fiona Maye, a respected judge
coping with both a failing marriage and a difficult legal case.
Nearly 60, Fiona finds herself at
odds with her unfaithful husband while she
grapples with a judgment involving a young
Jehovah’s Witness, who,
by forgoing medical
treatment because of his
religion, may die. This
thorny ethical dilemma
will provide fodder for
book club debate. McEwan’s portrait of Fiona—an assured, confident figure who hides
her vulnerability all too
well—is
wonderfully
complex, and he presents a sensitive portrayal of a marriage that has
reached its last chapter.
Poet Maggie Nelson
reflects on gender, love
and the nature of modern marriage in her remarkable memoir The
Argonauts (Graywolf,
$15, 9781555977351).
Nelson, who is married
to the transgender artist Harry Dodge, writes
with candor about her
experiences as a partner and new mother.
Chronicling
Dodge’s
testosterone treatments
and the process of her
pregnancy (which involved in vitro fertilization), Nelson reflects on
the changes in her understanding of partnership and the meaning of
family. Rich in ideas, her book is a
fascinating excavation of matters
of the heart.

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

BOOK CLUB READS
SPRING
FOR WINTER
THE LAST ROMANTICS
by Tara Conklin

“A richly observed novel, both
ambitious and welcoming.”
—MEG WOLITZER,

New York Times bestselling author

RESISTANCE WOMEN

by Jennifer Chiaverini

An enthralling historical saga based
on the real life of an American
heroine who helped lead the
resistance against Hitler in WWII
Germany.

ST. FRANCIS SOCIETY FOR
WAYWARD PETS
by Annie England Noblin

“Feelgood fiction at its finest. It’s as
sweet and comforting as a hand-knit
sweater and a warm puppy in your
lap.”
—SUSAN WIGGS,

New York Times bestselling author

ALMOST JUST FRIENDS
by Jill Shalvis

“Jill Shalvis’s books are funny, warm,
charming and unforgettable.”
—RAEANNE THAYNE,

New York Times bestselling author

t @Morrow_PB

t @bookclubgirl

f William Morrow I Book Club Girl
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q&a | erik larson

Man, myth, legend

Zora Neale Hurston revived

Erik Larson’s new book, The Splendid and the Vile,
tackles one of the most heralded figures in modern
Western history: Winston Churchill.

Twenty-one stories—many long forgotten—from
a major writer of the Harlem Renaissance
come together for the first time.

What compelled you to zoom in on this
particular slice of Churchill’s life—just his
first year as prime minister?
What drove me was an interest in, not so
much exploring that first year, but rather
learning how Churchill and his family and
inner circle went about surviving Germany’s aerial campaign against Britain. I mean,
how do you cope with eight months of near
nightly bombings—essentially a succession
of 9/11s? It just happened that the Luftwaffe’s campaign coincided, rather neatly,
with that first year. In fact, the year ended
with an intense raid that occurred one year
to the day after Churchill took office.

With so much having been recorded about Churchill already, did you
uncover anything in your research that surprised you about the man?
I was surprised and delighted at every turn, actually—especially by the
man’s sense of humor and his ability, even in the midst of the most awful
events imaginable, to step up and just have fun—whether doing bayonet drills in the great hall of his country home or singing along to “Run
Rabbit Run,” one of his favorite songs. Of course, his idea of fun also happened to include watching air raids from the nearest rooftop.
Why are we so interested in Churchill?
Maybe because there’s a heroic clarity to the man that seems so absent in
the leaders we have today. Also, there’s always that underlying mystery:
How did he do it? My goal was to capture a richer, deeper sense of his
day-to-day experience and of those who helped him endure—because
believe me, he did not do it alone. He relied heavily on family and his
closest advisers for wisdom, comfort and simple distraction.
This book is both methodically researched and
engagingly narrative. Do you front-load your
writing process with research, or do research
and writing happen simultaneously?
My ideal is to finish all my research before I begin writing. But invariably I get to a point where I
feel that I’ve just got to start writing, whether the
research is done or not. The story starts begging
to come out, scratching at the door. So I’ll start
writing those passages for which the underlying
source material is most complete. I should point
out, however, that the research never does end. I
keep reading and tweaking until the final pageCrown, $32
proofs are finished and the book is ready to be
9780385348713
printed. And then I hope to God that I got everyOn sale 2/28
thing right—which is why, for this book, I asked
three top Churchill experts to read the final manuscript and hired a professional fact-checker to give it a line-by-line, quote-by-quote examination.
What’s the significance of the title, The Splendid and the Vile ?
It derives from an observation made by one of Churchill’s private secretaries, John Colville, a central character in the book. In his diary he describes
a particularly dramatic night raid, which he watched through a bedroom
window. He was struck by the contrast between the beauty of the interplay
of searchlights, guns and fire, and the awful reality it represented.
—Christy Lynch
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well read | by robert weibezahl

Over the past 50 years, Zora
Neale Hurston has been restored
from nearly forgotten to a canonical writer, in no small part due
to the efforts of Alice Walker and
Toni Morrison. One of the seminal writers of the Harlem Renaissance, Hurston is most known
today for her novel Their Eyes
Were Watching God and for her
nonfiction works of black history and folklore.
But before she
published those
books, she honed
her craft by writing short stories.
Between 1921
and 1937, Hurston
published
21 stories, some
widely anthologized but many
virtually lost—until now. Hitting a
Straight Lick With
a Crooked Stick
(Amistad, $25.99,
9780062915795)
collects all 21, including eight
“lost” stories, for the first time in
one volume.
Editor Genevieve West located
the recovered stories in periodicals and as unpublished manuscripts, and the hallmarks of
Hurston’s distinctive writing are
on full display: her use of rural
black dialect, the wickedly sly
humor she finds in day-to-day
life, the folkloric underpinnings
of her many tales. The world
Hurston re-creates is a circumscribed African American world,
where white characters are relegated to the sidelines and rarely
figure into the consequences of
plot, if they appear at all. The
agency that Hurston affords her
community is one of the defining delights of her art, which ex-

plores identity, class and gender
within the African American experience.
Many of Hurston’s stories take
place among the denizens of rural
Eatonville, Florida, also the setting of Their Eyes Were Watching
God and the actual community
where Hurston grew up. Other
stories are set among urban landscapes, particularly in Harlem,
where the fledgling writer moved
in 1924.
West points to
“The Back Room,”
one of the recovered stories, as
unique
among
Hurston’s
work
for its depiction
of what she calls
“New Negro” life
during the Harlem Renaissance.
“The Conversion
of Sam,” another
found story, is an
early effort written before Hurston’s own move
to New York. It has a less defined
urban setting but nonetheless depicts a migrant’s experience and
explores familiar Hurston themes
of sexual attraction, courtship
and the interplay between men
and women.
As with any collection of stories, quality varies greatly, but
these narratives comprise a rich
tapestry of Hurston’s matchless
vision and talent. After this period as a short story writer, Hurston
mostly turned her attention to
novels and to the indelible folklore collections she assembled.
These would prove the bedrock of
her literary reputation, but these
early stories are also a welcome
and illuminating component of
her legacy.

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.
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“Unforgettable, down to its
explosive final sentence.”
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WINTER NIGHTS

—Entertainment Weekly

“ Entertaining....
Powerful...supplies a
plethora of frights....
McMahon again proves
that the modern ghost
story is more than
things that go bump
in the night.”

“ The most frightening
novel I have encountered
in years.... The final
showdown with the
perpetrator is utterly
ingenious.... Don’t read
this book late at night.”
—Vick Mickunas, Dayton Daily News

—Minneapolis Star Tribune

“Tucking into a
brand-new mystery series
by Alexander McCall Smith
is a lazy-dazy pleasure....
What binds the stories are
the tight relationships of Varg
and his colleagues and their
hilariously human crotchets.”

“A rollicking, generoushearted tale of faith,
identity and family....
Englander’s best
novel so far.”
—Financial Times

—The New York Times Book Review
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romance | by christie ridgway

Who needs chocolates and flowers?
The holidays are over, the buzz of New Year’s resolutions has passed, and the world outside your windows may be drizzly
and gray for the foreseeable future. Read on for five romances that will warm up the dreariest of winters.

Whiteout
Thrills and (literal) chills are hallmarks of Adriana Anders’ Whiteout (Sourcebooks Casablanca, $7.99, 9781492698708). Antarctica serves as an exciting location for this romantic suspense story in which a chef and a scientist must survive a life-and-death trek to
safety. Angel Smith has been eyeing glaciologist Ford Cooper during her gig at a remote
research station, but she’s made no headway with the “Ice Man” as her return to the U.S.
approaches. But after a sudden attack on the station, Angel and Ford are left alone to
trek for miles through the unforgiving landscape. With only each other to rely on, the
pair finds a passion that keeps their bodies heated and their will to live primed. Riveting
action and fascinating glimpses into life at a research station and what it takes to survive
the harsh climate make this superb page turner stand out.

The Worst Best Man
A wedding planner rom-com is the very definition of romantic fun, and Mia Sosa doesn’t
disappoint with The Worst Best Man (Avon, $15.99, 9780062909879). Three years ago,
Max Hartley had to explain to his brother’s bride, Lina Santos, that the wedding was off.
Fast-forward to the present, and the pair must work together to secure a lucrative new
business deal for them both. Lina, who has built walls to contain her emotions, vows that
nothing will stand in her way, and Max is sure his easy-breezy personality will see them
through. But as they work together toward a common goal, Max begins to see Lina as
more than just a business partner, despite their tangled pasts and her determination to
protect herself. Sosa’s romance also addresses issues of work and family, and touches on
the challenges facing women of color in business. The pages smoke from time to time, but this is essentially a
sweet, light confection for the Valentine’s Day season.

Seduce Me With Sapphires
A Victorian-era aristocrat breaks through class walls in Seduce Me With Sapphires (Zebra, $7.99, 9781420143621), the second book in the The London Jewels Trilogy by Jane
Feather. The Honorable Miss Fenella Grantley secretly takes acting classes and is surprised when a playwright, Edward Tremayne, the illegitimate son of an earl, wants her to
star in his new work. But Fenella never backs down from a challenge, though she finds
Edward both fascinating and irritating. Their physical attraction propels them quickly
into bed, allowing Fenella more new experiences, but the divide between the noblewoman and the man scorned by society because of his birth still remains. Feather’s love scenes
burn, and readers will hope this intrepid heroine and brooding hero find their way to a
bright future as they fight and make up, only to fight and make up again.

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

Mermaid Inn
Small-town contemporary romance is iced with extra charm in Mermaid Inn (Forever,
$7.99, 9781538716519) by Jenny Holiday. The romance genre is known for its beloved
tropes, and this story not only includes a character returning home but also a clause in
a will that forces the two leads together. Eve Abbot inherits her great-aunt’s inn, which
means spending time in the proximity of her first love, who is now police chief of Moonflower, aka Matchmaker, Bay. Sawyer Collins once broke Eve’s heart, and she’s determined not to let him have another chance at it now, but there’s that pesky will and the
pesky matchmaking neighbors and her pesky feelings for Sawyer that haven’t gone away.
A picturesque locale, delightful citizens and some smoking-hot love scenes give this book
all the feel-good joys one expects from the small-town romance subgenre.

Christie Ridgway is a lifelong romance reader and a published romance
novelist of over 60 books.
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H A Heart of Blood

and Ashes

Milla Vane tells an engrossing, epic
story of warriors, gods, leaders and
lovers in A Heart of Blood and Ashes (Berkley, $7.99, 9780425255070).
Commander Maddek learns of his
parents’ wrongful deaths and seeks
to avenge them while finding a way
to keep an alliance of countries together. At his side and at his mercy is the daughter of the very king
involved in the murders. Yvenne
claims Maddek’s mother had approved their marriage before her
father betrayed them, but he’s unconvinced someone so small and
weak could be his mother’s choice.
But Maddek comes to realize that
Yvenne may be his own choice for a
life partner—if they can survive. The
characters walk through the pages
with heart, soul and courage, and
are matched by Vane’s equally stellar
world building, which weaves seamlessly with thrilling action scenes. Be
aware that Vane’s fantasy world contains some raw, grim elements, but
this Heart is one to sink into!

interview | lucy parker

Rise and shine
Romance blooms under the bright lights of morning TV.
The days leading up to my interview with
romance phenom Lucy Parker are fraught with
nerves. Not only have I read and enjoyed all
five of her published contemporary romances,
but I will be placing a call from the U.S. to New
Zealand, many hours ahead. Pretty much every worst-case scenario I can imagine joins a
list of possible obstacles that will keep this chat
from happening.
It all goes fine, of course. (Pretty fantastic,
in fact!) Parker has a soft voice and bubbly
demeanor. She is gracious about my praise
for her London Celebrities series, which deals
with real-life problems but still manages to
feel warm and welcoming. When asked what
it feels like to publish her fifth romance in five
years, “surreal” is the word that immediately
comes to her mind.
She admits that her first book in the series,
Act Like It, was written in
a bit of a frenzied blur.
“Things happened quite
quickly. I sold it . . . quite
fast, and even leading up
to its release [in 2015], I really had no expectations. I
don’t think anyone had,”
she says, laughing.
The London Celebrities series is set amid
the U.K. theater and entertainment industry
and has thus far featured actors, directors,

theater critics and makeup artists as
romantic leads. (When asked to pick
a favorite book from the series, Parker says, “I love and despise them in
equal measure, especially when I’m on
a deadline.”) There’s an insular quality
to the setting that appeals to Parker,
who notes that it very much feels like a
“play within a play,” with all the forced
proximity and community such a form
implies.
The highly anticipated fifth book in
the series, Headliners, builds on events
from Parker’s previous novel, The Austen
Playbook, but with formerly supporting characters—two rival TV presenters—now in the spotlight. After Sabrina
Carlton and Nick Davenport both experience career setbacks, they are forced to
co-host a struggling
morning TV show. If
ratings aren’t higher by the end of the
year, they could both
be out of a job.
But working together isn’t
easy. Both Sabrina and Nick
are used to harder-hitting
assignments than showcasing the hottest holiday toy of the year. And without spoiling too
much, Nick has a lot of groveling to do to get
back into Sabrina’s good graces.
“[Nick] does begin Headliners with some
serious apologies to make and an emotional
journey to travel,” Parker says. “It was important to me that he acknowledge that some of his
past behavior was wrong and that he is genuinely regretful about that and would never
make that mistake again. He does work to win
back the trust that he broke.”
But Nick’s not the only one with issues to address. “Sabrina, too, has to work past some preconceived notions she has about Nick,” Parker
says. “Both have known each other for a long
time, but neither has seen beneath the public
personas they’ve built through their careers.
They have to peel away the layers of their professional masks.”
This is one of the many reasons Parker’s romances resonate: Her characters’ communication styles evolve to allow
them to truly understand each
Headliners
other. She knows how to bring
Carina Press, $8.99
characters together in ways
9781335215994
that show how they complement each other, rather than
Romance

“I wanted it to have
that fast-paced vibe
of old screwball
comedies.”

having them change for the sake of love. The
result is a smart, kind, witty romance that is a
balm to the soul.
“I think the book deals with some severe
subjects but overall is a positive, feel-good
read,” says Parker. “I wanted it to have that
fast-paced vibe of old screwball comedies,
combined with things that are more affective
and romantic.”
There was one element in particular that
Parker knew she wanted for Nick and Sabrina,
and that was for them to remain childfree. She
wanted to push against the idea that “happily
ever after” means raising children together.
“They both have children in their lives who
they adore, but they have no desire to be parents,” Parker says. “It’s not the path they want
in life. I think they will enjoy every moment of
their full and happy life together as a nuclear
family of two, or three if you count Nick’s dog.”
(Parker also doesn’t rule out the possibility of
them getting a cat at some point.)
She continues: “There are so many people
that either do not want children or are unable
to have children. In any forum, whether fictional or otherwise, I don’t think their lives
should be considered any less full. A person’s
right to happiness isn’t dependent on anyone
else, whether it’s a child or a partner. You are a
whole and complete person within yourself.”
And that’s an absolutely perfect Valentine’s
Day affirmation.
—Amanda Diehl
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feature | the hold list

A love letter written to me
When a book finds its ideal reader, it feels like the best kind of magic—as if the author has written a love letter
straight to you. Though these books are loved by many, we accept them as the perfect gifts that they are.

Greek to Me
By Mary Norris
Mary Norris is sort of my
idol. A grammar virtuoso,
with a storied career editing some of the greatest
writers of the last 40 years,
and she studied Greek? In
college I minored in Koine
Greek, an ancient language
so systematic that translating a sentence often
feels like solving an algebra
problem. In fact, my love
for the precision of Greek
led me to my current occupation as an editor. Greek
to Me: Adventures of the
Comma Queen is so suited
to my interests that reading
it makes me physically
giddy—but I assure you
that people with fewer than
18 credit hours of Greek
to their name will also
find plenty to love here.
Norris is a sharp-witted,
word-perfect narrator, and
her wells of knowledge are
as deep as they are lyrical.
Anybody with a reverence
for words will bow down to
this book.
—Christy, Associate Editor

The Lies of Locke
Lamora
By Scott Lynch
I’m a simple woman with
simple tastes, and if a
book can be genuinely
described as a “romp,” I’m
probably going to like it.
Scott Lynch’s debut novel
is a romp set in a fantasy
version of Venice populated by con artists, gangsters and a cranky priest/
mentor named Father
Chains, so I was contractually obligated to love it
to pieces. Our titular hero,
a snarky trickster who’s
very bad with a sword but
very good at swindling
people out of their money,
decides to continue his
most ambitious con yet,
even though the mysterious Gray King is killing off
members of the criminal
underworld. Irrepressibly
funny even as it goes to
some very dark places,
Locke Lamora’s heart
is pure gold, albeit a bit
crooked.
—Savanna, Assistant Editor

Stag’s Leap

The Scorpio Races

Virgil Wander

By Sharon Olds

By Maggie Stiefvater

By Leif Enger

Throughout life, I have
lost many things. Many of
those things cannot come
back, and many of those
things have been people.
Every time I return to this
collection, I am susceptible to a sense of longing.
Every loss becomes current
again, even the things I’ve
recovered: The one that got
away is getting away, the
neighborhood I left is leaving, the dead in my family
are dying. In my own poetry, I am open to returning
to any point in my life,
even the most heartbreaking. I love longing and
reading about longing.
Sharon Olds’ obituary for
her marriage brings about
feelings I share and enjoy
taking notice of. I have
found an abundance in
loss, and I think, more
likely than not, it can unite
and bring about something
else, or someone else—that
someone else possibly
being a better me.
—Prince, Editorial Intern

I was 7 years old the first
time I heard a pennywhistle. It was on a Chieftains
cassette my mom played
in the car. Something
about that music—the
plaintive whistle, the
lumbering bagpipes,
the sprightly fiddle, the
pulsing bodhran—called
to something deep in my
bones. That same call
sings in Maggie Stiefvater’s
award-winning novel The
Scorpio Races, a saltsoaked, wind-whipped
ode to the way a fast horse
at a flat-out gallop can feel
like flight and freedom.
The story is set on a small
fictional island off the
coast of Scotland you’ll
be shocked not to find
on a map. If you’ve ever
experienced the bittersweet desire to visit a place
that feels real but isn’t, the
next boat for Thisby leaves
on the first page of The
Scorpio Races.
—Stephanie, Associate
Editor

I moved away from Minnesota when I was 11, so I
can’t claim any ownership
of its lakes and woods
beyond my earliest memories. But almost better
than those recollections is
the Minnesota that lives in
my imagination, and Leif
Enger has contributed to
that vision in no small way.
Minnesota is a heavenly
and forbidding landscape,
this I know to be true, but
I’ve never had a chance
to understand the people
who choose to live in such
a cold place. Enger’s stories
give me a little bit of that,
and his third novel finds
the members of a small
town doing their best to
cultivate some collective
healing. The reader is
looped in to their process
through Virgil, who’s attempting to reclaim his life
after a car crash. Like the
kites flown over Lake Superior by an elderly character,
the heart can’t help but lift.
—Cat, Deputy Editor

Each month, BookPage staff share special reading lists—our personal favorites, old and new.
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If You Want to Soar with Eagles,
Don’t Hang Out with Turkeys

Tom – the Cat

Gems for Christian Living

Elizabeth Reinach

Lois E. Scott
With pithy one-liners generated and collected for the past
50 years, this book cuts through the froth to the heart of a
topic with wisdom, common sense, and often humor.
$14.95 paperback
978-1-4401-2264-4
also available in ebook

The Life and Work of Tom Cat in Sonnets

Tom – the Cat is about the life and dubious works of
a large tabby tomcat, who lives with the narrator, an
indulgent and adoring finance director.
$20.17 paperback
978-1-9845-9051-0
also available in hardcover & ebook
www.xlibrispublishing.co.uk

www.iuniverse.com

The Early Years

Blades of Grass

A Memoir

The Story of George Aylwin Hogg

Rachel G. Carrington

Mark Aylwin Thomas

The Carrington’s story is about self-preservation during
trying times and events, a trust in God, sincere love for
each other and complete dedication to their goals, each
other and family.

This critically-acclaimed compelling biography of George
Aylwin Hogg tells the inspirational life-story of the legendary
British hero whose memory is still today held in honourable
high esteem in China.

$18.95 paperback

$28.92 paperback

978-1-7283-8971-4
also available in hardcover, ebook & audiobook

978-1-5246-7696-4
also available in hardcover, ebook & audiobook

www.iuniverse.com

www.authorhouse.co.uk

Poems Short Stories and
Things Remembered

American Bloodline

Gloria G. Blakeney

Bob Nienaber

A collection of poems, short stories and things
remembered from the author’s years of growing up.
A heartfelt compilation to touch hearts and change lives.

Charlie thinks he’s just a normal guy—until he discovers his
true bloodline. As the new bearer of incredible power and
wealth, Charlie’s quiet life is forever changed.

$10.68 paperback

$13.99 paperback

978-1-4567-3822-8
also available in ebook

978-1-5320-6862-1
also available in hardcover & ebook

www.authorhouse.com

www.iuniverse.com

Be Wee with Bea

Princesses and Peas

Liz ONeill

A Christmas Love Story

Bea the wee bear has a good heart, but carries heavy
memories of the times other bears were mean to her.
Can she ever get better?
$10.99 paperback
978-1-5320-3062-8
also available in ebook
www.iuniverse.com

The Rightful Heir Reclaims Europe

Terry Boucher
Lady Victoria wants her son to marry a “real princess.”
But he is smitten by a mysterious young woman. Will this
upset Lady Victoria’s plans?
$31.99 paperback
978-1-7960-3406-6
also available in hardcover & ebook
www.xlibris.com

Morpheus Speaks

Letter from Santa Claus

The Encyclopedia of Dream Interpreting

Robin Jones

R. J. Cole, MS, LEP
Dreams represent our truths—truths of our best self and
truths we don’t always want to face. Being brave with this
dream decoder will help you understand yourself and world.
$39.99 paperback
978-1-5320-7006-8
also available in ebook

This picture book for children shares the story of a sick little
boy and the letter from Santa that made all the difference.
$16.99 paperback
978-1-5320-3227-1
also available in ebook
www.iuniverse.com

www.iuniverse.com

Real Authors, Real Impact

Visit us on Facebook & Twitter

interview | michael chabon & ayelet waldman

© ANDY FREEBERG

concerning the right to fly or not fly a flag. It’s a deftly nuanced
exploration of the use and meaning of flags (national and otherwise) that draws on the Pulitzer-winning novelist’s experience as a Vietnamese refugee living among defeated people
who bitterly argued about the appropriate use of flags.
Ann Patchett (Bel Canto, The Dutch House) writes beautifully
about a 1941 case in which a California law was invoked to criminalize a man for transporting his brother-in-law, who was poor
and needed a home, into the state.
Another Pulitzer winner, Elizabeth Strout, invokes her
youthful protest of and confrontation with Secretary of State
Alexander Haig in a commemoration of students who won the
right to wear armbands in protest of the U.S. involvement in
the Vietnam War.
Novelist and New York City public defender Sergio de la Pava
contributes an often funny autobiographical essay on a 1963
case that resulted in the requirement that all states create some
mechanism for poor criminals to have legal representation.
Legal-thriller writer Scott Turow, a longtime ACLU supporter, pens an intensely critical examination of how the ACLU’s
support for a 1976 ruling laid the groundwork for the case of
Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, in which the
Supreme Court ruled that political contributions are a protected form of political speech.
This by no means covers the range of cases
and essays in the book. Chabon himself contributes an eye-opening, amusing account of the
Michael Chabon and Ayelet Waldman gather with dozens of celebrated
deliberate and shrewd effort to contest the obwriters to remember, reflect on, criticize and celebrate a century’s worth
scenity case against James Joyce’s Ulysses. Waldof landmark ACLU cases—and the American values they represent.
man, who has written openly about her mental
health issues, critiques a horrifying case that fiIn 2020, the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) will reach the vennally resulted in granting mental health disabilities legal due process.
erable age of 100. Fight of the Century celebrates that centennial with
“Some people wrote from the gut,” Waldman observes. “And some
essays about ACLU civil rights legal cases, written by exceptional Amerpeople really dug in and did a tremendous amount of research. We conican writers. But this terrific book originated for a slightly different reanected them with ACLU lawyers to
son: the election of President Trump in 2016.
guide them and help them find the
Shortly after the election, Ayelet Waldman reached out to a close friend
resources. People who had never
from law school who now works at the ACLU and said, “Whatever you
done legal research in their lives did
need . . . we’re here.”
legal research.”
Waldman, a novelist and essayist known for her, shall we say, provocOne of them was George Saunative vehemence, recounts this interaction with her law school friend
ders. “It was beyond research,”
while speaking to me over the phone from her home in Berkeley, CaliWaldman says. “He was really trying
fornia. Also on the line from Los Angeles is her husband and co-editor of
to understand esoteric legal conthis collection, Pulitzer Prize-winning writer Michael Chabon.
cepts and grasp them in a way that
The ACLU responded to Waldman’s offer by suggesting the couple cremade us understand the cases in
ate a book in a similar vein to Kingdom of Olives and Ash, a collection
new and interesting ways.”
of essays they edited about the occupation of Palestine. Waldman and
Chabon and Waldman worry that
Chabon agreed.
the Bill of Rights and the ACLU have
“I initially contributed to the effort by writing email solicitations,”
fallen prey to our national partisan
Chabon says, almost demurely. Obviously when Michael Chabon makes
divide. They mention a morally difa request, writers listen. “And even when writers said no or later withficult case from Skokie, Illinois, in
drew, there was enthusiasm for this project.”
which the ACLU defended the rights
“We weren’t paying anybody, and these are all people who could make
of Nazis to march in a predominateFight of the Century
a fortune for an essay,” Waldman adds. “But almost everybody we aply Jewish suburb.
Avid Reader, $27, 9781501190407
proached was eager to do it. People wanted to stand for true patriotism,
“Sometimes it feels incredible to
to take a stand for the Constitution.”
have to be defending the value of
Essays
Chabon and Waldman also say that diversity of backgrounds and
things that, when I grew up, were
points of view was very important for the collection. Waldman says, “I
taken for granted by people across the political spectrum,” Chabon says.
think we achieved the kind of diversity that is a rare thing for anthologies.
But the essays in Fight of the Century offer us a spirited defense of
It’s one of the things we’re most proud of with the book.”
values that Americans hold in common.
The collection’s first essay is by Viet Thanh Nguyen about a 1931 case
—Alden Mudge

Life, liberty and the pursuit of justice
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feature | black history month

Start a conversation about black history
Five new books celebrate the perseverance, perspicacity and power of black Americans.
How should we talk about black history in a
time like ours? Today’s political landscape definitely prompts discussion, debate and introspection, and it may warrant speaking bluntly about the state of things. When it comes to
race, it’s hard to say if the world is more apt to
listen to a benevolent voice or a belligerent demand, but luckily, these books have a little bit
of both. As we reflect on the rich contributions
of black Americans this month, the following
titles make for compelling, relevant and worthy conversation starters.
Begin with Conversations in Black
(Hachette, $28, 9780316532860). Ed Gordon
has assembled a who’s who of black voices in
conversation with each other, discussing the
world as they see it in 2020. We have
Al Sharpton bouncing thoughts off
of Charlamagne Tha God, Jemele
Hill dissecting Obama’s legacy with
Stacey Abrams, and Killer Mike
and Harry Belafonte getting into
it with Eric Holder. Together, they
discuss the treatment of the black
community during the Trump administration, the successes and
failures of politicians in addressing
racial disparity, reparations, the racial wealth gap and so much more.
With so many voices animating the
expanse of black experiences today,
this is the perfect gateway to richer comprehension and, hopefully, conversation.
The past few years have seen renewed discussion of affirmative action, with several
state legislatures reversing benefits, colleges
rolling back programs and no shortage of
incensed think pieces on both sides of the
issue. If you’re looking to educate yourself
on this complicated subject, look no further than The Affirmative Action Puzzle
(Pantheon, $35, 9781101870877). Author
Melvin I. Urofsky traces the development
of affirmative action over the generations,
beginning with hypothetical (and ultimately abandoned) motions to grant civil rights
and reparations at the close of the Civil War,
through the incremental fight to access voting, up to the current debate during the Trump era. With this exhaustive
history under your belt, you’ll have no shortage of insights for your next
roundtable discussion.
We all know Rosa Parks as the woman who bravely resisted yielding
her seat to a white man on a Montgomery bus in 1955, but there’s so
much more to the story of this titan of American history—and who better to tell that story than her? In Rosa Parks: In Her Own Words (University of Georgia, $16.95, 9780820356921), author Susan Reyburn provides

a candid look into Parks’ personal life through previously unreleased letters, documents and photographs. The book is small
enough to breeze through in one sitting, and its 96 colorful pages
illustrate Parks’ innermost thoughts, fears and triumphs—from
her work with the NAACP leading up to the bus boycott, through
her years of relative poverty afterward and ending with her eventual glorification, meeting world leaders and seeing the impact of
her life’s work upon the world. This courageous
woman packed so much into her life, and likewise, the details of her life are packed into this
inspiring portrait.
Not all of America’s black heroes won their
victories by sitting down. In fact, the athletes
profiled in Olympic Pride, American Prejudice
(Atria, $28, 9781501162152) ran race after race
to cement their names in the history books, at
a time when they weren’t allowed to even walk
through the front door of many American establishments. In an accessible narrative style, authors Deborah Riley Draper and Travis Thrasher
weave together the stories of 18 different runners
coming into their prime at the dawn of the 1932
Olympic Games in Los Angeles and culminating
in their powerful performance in the 1936 Berlin
Olympics—much to the dismay of Adolf Hitler.
These athletes came from all walks of life, from
college students to dock workers to housewives,
and competed on the world stage decades before any meaningful civil rights progress was
made in the U.S. These historic track and field
stars come to life in full relief on the page, revealing their fears, internal debates and complicated relationships with a power structure that
simultaneously exalted and shamed them. How
do you represent a country that hates you, and
should you even try? It’s a complicated question,
and one that is well trod in this book.
It’s a long journey on the road to equality,
and it’s a bumpy road, at that. If you’re feeling
a little highway weary, I’d recommend pulling over, taking a pit stop and cracking open a
copy of Driving While Black (Liveright, $28.95,
9781631495694) by Gretchen Sorin. Like most civil rights, vehicular
freedom was a cultural battle that took several extra decades to be
actualized for African Americans. Once black Americans began to
drive, personal automobiles became instrumental to progressive
milestones like the Montgomery bus boycotts of 1955, in which
fleets of community vehicles carried activists to and from work in
lieu of buses. But dangers still abounded for black Americans behind the
wheel, due to segregation, Jim Crow laws and white-supremacist terrorist groups running rampant across America. Driving While Black also
chronicles the rise of car culture in tandem with rock ’n’ roll music (Chuck
Berry loved his Cadillacs), as well as the vast network of black-friendly establishments outlined in the popular Green Book. Feeling gassed up yet?
Grab this book to-go and get to reading.
—Matt Gifford
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behind the book | amy bonnaffons

Give up the ghost
When I was in my 20s, living alone in New
York, I spent a lot of time reading my own tarot cards. I used the Rider-Waite deck. Here are
some cards I got a lot:

If you understand tarot, you might be able to
guess that my romantic life wasn’t exactly calm
and stable. I’d develop deep mutual infatuations with love-objects who were inaccessible
in one way or another—because they lived
across the country, because they were already
in another relationship, because they were battling extreme trauma or mental illness—and it
would be great for a while, for the time when
there was enough distance between me and
the person for our mutual fantasies to thrive,
for a gauzy web of dreams to spin between us.
Then, one of two things would happen. The
distance between us would stretch too thin,
and the gauzy threads would unravel, and we’d
drift apart. Or we’d come too close to each other, bump up against the hard reality of the other person and turn away in disappointment.
Each time, I found myself grieving as though a
marriage had died.
I read my own tarot to try and find a way
through this murky emotional territory. Over
and over, it told me the same thing: Fantasy
(the seven of cups) combined with imprecise
or inscrutable intuition (the moon) would
lead to heartbreak (the three of swords). But I
always had the ability to walk away, to cut my
losses and venture into new territory (the five
and eight of cups).
At least, that’s how I see it now. But at the time,
full of fantasy and fear, I’d pull these cards and
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just hear one message: doom, doom, doom. All I
could see was an endless cycle of heartbreak and
loss. Eventually I stopped doing
readings for myself—which was a
good thing, because I’d grown too
dependent on the idea that they
carried some kind of outside wisdom. What I needed was to learn
directly from my own experience.
During this time, I started
writing The Regrets. The story
is about a young woman named
Rachel who lives a rich interior life suffused with books and
daydreams while finding actual
real-life romance consistently
underwhelming. At the beginning of the novel, Rachel meets a handsome
man named Thomas with whom she shares an
exciting, electric connection. The only problem is that he happens to be a ghost. Rachel,
dreamer and storyteller that she is, bravely
tries to make it work anyway. As you can imagine, complications ensue.
As I wrote the book, I articulated to myself
what love felt like for me. Rachel says, “There
is a danger to daydreaming. It’s not that the
daydream bears too little relationship to reality. It’s the opposite: the daydream can create
reality. It can become so powerful that it transforms the face of the world, then encounters
its own image and falls in love with itself. This
is not what psychologists call ‘projection.’ It is
not a delusion of the brain. It is real as rocks,
as teeth, as nerve endings. I have fallen in love
with my own daydreams and then they have
gone out into the world and returned to me
embodied as men.”
I also articulated to myself what it felt like to
love someone who was only partly “there”—
and then be haunted by a love that hadn’t
worked out. In this case, since the lover is a
ghost, both the partial there-ness and the
haunting are literal.
I can say, without giving anything away, that
Rachel finds herself in a different place at the
end from where she started. The same happened to me, partly through the writing of the
book. I learned to face some hard facts about
what I was (unconsciously) refusing and what
I was (unconsciously) choosing. This allowed
me to choose something different.
By the time I turned in the final draft of the
book, I’d moved from New York to Georgia (no

© BRITTAINY LAUBACK

For the heartbroken and heart-hungry, there’s no better book than
The Regrets, Amy Bonnaffons’ debut novel of haunted love.

The Regrets
Little, Brown, $27, 9780316516167
Visit BookPage.com to read a review.

offense to New York, which I’ll always love fiercely, but this was the best decision I ever made)
and was living with the man I’m now planning
to marry. This man is similar in some ways to
the lovers of my 20s. Like several of them, he’s
a Leo who plays in a band; like many of them,
he is goofy and sweet. But he is wildly different,
too, in ways that are absolutely crucial. He’s
open, honest, willing to be vulnerable, unwilling to be scared away (by conflict, by moments
of boredom, by hard truth). In other words, as
they say, “available.” And he is interested in seeing me accurately as the complex person I am,
not as a screen for his fantasies.
But this isn’t a fairy tale about finding the
right man (the book isn’t, and neither is my
life). I love my partner, and I’m deeply grateful for him. It seems like a miracle that he’s still
here. But being with him is a choice I made,
one that came out of a deep clarity about what
I actually needed, not about what I fantasized
about needing. It’s hard-won clarity, the kind
that can only be wrung out of previous heartbreak, tender solitude and the long, slow process of becoming a friend and ally to oneself.
It looks like this (the two of cups—the meeting
of lovers):

But really, it feels like this, the freedom to be

q&a | isabel allende
oneself at home in the world, not because someone loves you but because you know yourself:

Shelf life
Wouldn’t you love to explore a library or bookstore with your
favorite author? Award-winning Chilean author Isabel Allende
shares her favorite memories from among the stacks.

Or the fool—the willingness to jump in and
make mistakes:

Tarot isn’t linear; we become the fool again
and again. As I approach marriage, which both
excites and terrifies me—after all, it’s not the
end of the story but a different kind of beginning, with its own joys and hard-earned rewards
and steep risks—I feel again like the fool, like
someone leaping into something she has absolutely no idea about. But that’s what it means to
participate in life. And now I feel like I’m actually participating. That—not marriage or partnership itself—is the real reward of this journey.
I couldn’t have gotten here without writing
the book. I have such affection for the characters, whom I think of as teachers, and for the
book itself—the companion and guide of a
transformative time in my life. But it feels like
a different person wrote it. My hope is that it
goes out into the world and finds its way into
the hands of people wrestling with similar vulnerabilities. If this is you, here is what I would
say to you, something I often repeat in different
forms to myself: We, like Thomas, may live our
lives trying not to incur regrets—but we are always incurring experience. If we surrender to
the lessons of our experience, there is ultimately
nothing to regret.
—Amy Bonnaffons

and had the privilege of visiting the vault
where the most valuable ancient manuscripts
are kept. It was a memorable experience. I
was even allowed to touch an incunable with
white cotton gloves—while being watched
closely by a Benedictine librarian who was
almost as ancient as the book.

While researching your books, has there ever
been a librarian who was especially helpful,
or a surprising discovery among the
stacks?
Usually I find the
most valuable help
from booksellers, because I tend to buy
the books I use for research for my novels.
When I need original
documents for a historical novel, I contact
librarians from the Library of Congress.

Do you have a “bucket list” of bookstores and
libraries you’d love to visit but haven’t yet?
Two come to mind:
Shakespeare & Company in Paris and El
Ateneo Grand Splendid in Buenos Aires.
The first because I
have been there with
no time to browse
properly (it’s charming!), and the second
because it’s set in a
beautiful, old opera
house. In a city with
more bookstores per
capita than any other
in the world, El Ateneo
is considered the most
stunning.

What are your bookstore rituals?
I go every day to my
local bookstore (Book
Passage) for coffee
and browsing in the
morning. First, I stop
at the audiobooks
shelf because I need
stories for my commute. Then I talk to whichever bookseller
happens to be there and get some input about
new books, especially novels. Once a week, I
talk to Susan in the children’s department. She
keeps a list of my favorite books to give to kids
when I need a gift and new releases she thinks
I would like.
What’s the last thing you checked out from
your library or bought at your local bookstore?
A CD of Tom Hanks’ short story collection,
Uncommon Type, Ann Patchett’s recent novel, The Dutch House, as well as five children’s
and young adult books for my husband’s
grandchildren.
What’s your favorite library in the world?
It’s hard to name just one. I have visited several famous libraries, like the Library of Congress, where I received an award. If I had to
choose, I would say the Melk Abbey library
near Vienna. I was invited there to a meeting
of religious leaders from all over the world

© LORI BARRA

And none of it could have happened without
this, the introspection of the hermit:

Tell us about your favorite library from
when you were a child.
There were no libraries where kids could go in
Chile during the 1940s—not even at school.
My library was at home. I had an uncle who
collected books, and I was allowed to read
whatever I wanted. No censorship.

Do you have a favorite
bookstore or library
from literature?
Probably the haunting library called the
Cemetery of Forgotten
Books in Carlos Ruis Zafón’s The Shadow of the
Wind. But I am sure there are many more.
Bookstore cats or bookstore dogs?
I like all animals, but given the choice, I would
like to have dogs at my favorite bookstore, so
I could pet them while I browse and have my
morning coffee.
What’s your favorite snack when browsing
in a bookstore?
Hopefully excellent coffee and biscotti.
—Cat Acree
Isabel Allende is a recipient of both the Presidential Medal of Freedom and the PEN Center Lifetime Achievement Award. Her latest
novel, A Long Petal of the Sea (Ballantine,
$28, 9781984820150), is an epic saga set during
the Spanish Civil War that follows two young
people as they escape aboard poet Pablo Neruda’s real-life ship, the SS Winnipeg. Visit
BookPage.com to read our review.
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H American Dirt
By Jeanine Cummins

Literary Fiction
Almost every facet of American Dirt (Flatiron, $27.99, 9781250209764), Jeanine Cummins’ anticipated new novel, is geared toward
propulsion. The story opens in the middle of a
massacre, 16 people wiped out by members of
a brutal cartel during a quinceañera celebration. The mass murder is a retaliation against
one of the victims, Sebastián, an Acapulco
journalist whose recent newspaper feature exposed the head of the cartel. The only survivors
are Sebastián’s wife, Lydia, and their 8-year-old
son, Luca. Knowing they won’t live much longer if they remain in Acapulco, Lydia and Luca
flee, headed north.
What comes next is a fast-paced, narrative
focused journey into the often terrifying world
of the North, Central and South American
refugee trail. Constantly looking over their

H The Mercies

By Kiran Millwood Hargrave

Historical
Fiction
If readers believe that witch
trials in the
late 1600s only
occurred in the
U.S., Kiran Millwood Hargrave
will enlighten
them with this
harrowing
story based
on well-documented records. Hargrave, the
author of several award-winning children’s
novels, shifts to adult fiction with The Mercies (Little, Brown, $27, 9780316529259), a
vivid and immersive depiction of a remote
village on Norway’s northeast coast in the
early 1600s—and how it was dramatically
transformed, first by a violent storm, then by
religious extremism.
On Christmas Eve, 1617, a swift, devastating storm strikes the harbor at Vardo, sinking
10 fishing boats and drowning 40 men—the
town’s entire male population. Maren Magnusdatter, age 20, sees the storm from the
shore and loses, like so many others, her

18

shoulders, Lydia
and Luca move
alongside countless other migrants
toward the U.S.
border, maneuvering through
cartel checkpoints,
hopping trains and
at times simply
walking, the landscape sometimes as
treacherous as the
people from whom
they’re fleeing.
Cummins
moves the story
along skillfully,
with sprinkled-in
suspense in the form of backstory and
action-heavy sequences. Much of the book is
made up of relatively short, present-tense sentences, and there’s little in the way of digression. Like its two central characters, the story is

father, brother and husband-to-be. Over the
next several months, she and all the women of
Vardo realize they will starve if they don’t join
together and resume the strenuous fishing
once carried out by their town’s men.
Hargrave skillfully portrays how lines of
allegiance are drawn as a handful of women
emerge as potential leaders. Some, known for
their ardent church attendance, are backed
by the local pastor. Others gradually gain their
independence by ignoring some of the church’s
edicts. Maren is tied to this latter group, mostly
because her dead brother’s wife is from a
Sami family, a group labeled as heretics and
shunned by other townsfolk.
Hargrave’s novel quickly morphs from a
portrait of the harsh life in a remote, early
17th-century village to a tale of religious
persecution against a growing core of independent women. When a new commissioner
arrives—recruited from Scotland, where he
has already participated in witch trials—women previously passive in their beliefs quickly
stand up as accusers, with dramatic results.
Caught in the middle are Maren and the commissioner’s young wife, Ursa, who becomes
Maren’s friend and ally.
The Mercies is an exceptional work of
historical fiction with a dramatic setting and
perceptive insight into the rippling effects of
extremism, as seen through the eyes of a carefully crafted cast of characters.
—Deborah Donovan

in constant motion. But for all
the suspense, what holds the
novel together is the relationship between Lydia and Luca.
Both characters are forced to
delay their grieving process in
order to survive, and so they
are bound not only by blood
but also by shared trauma.
Cummins often focuses on
the myriad manifestations of
this trauma, the things that
drive people to leave everything behind and head for
somewhere, anywhere, else.
In this way, American Dirt
is an important book for the
current political moment,
providing readers with a better understanding of the motives behind such
journeys at a time when migrants are readily
and easily vilified. It’s an absolute page turner
with wider relevance.
—Omar El Akkad

H A Beautiful Crime
By Christopher Bollen

Thriller
Christopher
Bollen’s latest novel, A
Beautiful Crime
(Harper, $28.99,
9780062853882),
is a thrilling
story of passion
and deception. Amid a
labyrinth of
Venetian canals,
bridges and crumbling palazzos, we meet the
scheming protagonists, Nick Brink and his
boyfriend, Clay Guillory, two young Americans
who have left their tumultuous pasts in New
York to start anew in Venice.
Their plan is simple: They will use Clay’s
counterfeit antiques, inherited from his
previous relationship with a formerly famous
artist, to con a wealthy and arrogant American
in Venice named Richard West. Nick, having
apprenticed with a famous antiques dealer in
New York, will use his charm and connections
to pull off the scam. The millions from the
sale will pay off Clay’s inherited debt (which
surreptitiously came along with the counterfeit
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antiques) and allow him and Nick to start with
a clean slate.
Can two good people pull off a con full of
deceit and fraud? It’s a question that persists
all the way to the book’s end, maintaining an
incessant, fearsome tension, like holding your
breath underwater. Bollen’s portrayal of the
men’s relationship with the art world adds to
the story’s persistent intrigue.
Drawing from his days as an intern at the
Peggy Guggenheim Collection in Venice, Bollen
mixes cultural and historical nuances into
this crime saga. Daydreaming about Venice is
an inevitable side effect of reading this book.
Like the city itself, A Beautiful Crime is worth
losing yourself in.
—Chika Gujarathi

The Authenticity Project
By Clare Pooley

Popular
Fiction
In his 1962
novel, Mother
Night, the late
Kurt Vonnegut
let loose the
tale’s moral on
the first page:
“We are what
we pretend
to be, so we
must be careful
about what we pretend to be.” Clare Pooley
revisits that theme in The Authenticity Project (Pamela Dorman, $26, 9781984878618),
but with a twist: “Everyone lies about their
lives. What would happen if you shared the
truth instead?”
“Keeping up appearances” was a posh British blood sport long before the days of social
media, but in the era of Instagram, Twitter,
TikTok, Snapchat, Facebook and a hundred
more, many of us succumb to the siren song
of “building our brand” by relentlessly editing
the public-facing image of our lives. While
that curated presentation has an element of
truthiness to it, it’s ultimately unsatisfying
and leaves followers believing their own lives
fail to measure up.
So what happens when an aging, formerly
semi-famous artist decides to entitle a blank
journal The Authenticity Project, launch into
an admission of how his life is not meeting
expectations and leave the book in a public
place for the next person to expand, ignore
or discard? As you might guess, the person
who finds it, a café owner named Monica,

decides to contribute. And so, as much by
happenstance as through intentional actions,
the journal makes its way halfway around the
world (and back again), with contributors adding their respective warts-and-all memoirs.
The secret sauce that spices this book is
that all the diarists are busybodies to some
degree, so they wind up interacting in strange
and unexpected ways. Much like a Twitter or
Facebook feed, the book is composed of fairly
short chapters (each from a different character’s point of view), and while it moves along
at a bracing clip, the thread is always easy to
follow.
The story’s confessional tone is in many
ways a logical extension of Pooley’s popular
pseudonymous blog, Mummy Was a Secret
Drinker, but TMI is always balanced by TLC.
And while Pooley’s characters’ lives, much like
our own, often look better from the outside,
they all ultimately reconcile what they pretend
to be with what they actually are.
—Thane Tierney

Our lives revolved
around my sister,
but I never really
knew her until she
was gone.

SAINT X
BY ALEXIS SCHAITKIN

Run Me to Earth
By Paul Yoon

Literary
Fiction
The Vietnam
War has generated a substantial body of literature since its
end in 1975, but
the same can’t
be said of the
civil war that
raged simultaneously in the country of Laos. Paul Yoon’s
novel Run Me to Earth (Simon & Schuster, $26,
9781501154041), a pensive tale of war’s savage
toll on innocents during and after the conflict,
partially remedies that absence.
As Yoon explains in an author’s note, more
than 2 million tons of ordnance rained down
on Laos, a country half the size of California,
between 1964 and 1973. That’s more than was
dropped on both Germany and Japan during
World War II. Thirty percent of these cluster
bombs failed to explode on impact, leaving a
residue of lethal, baseball-size “bombies.”
Amid this version of hell on earth, three
local teenagers—Alisak, Prany and his younger
sister, Noi—are recruited to work for a doctor
named Vang who ministers to the war-ravaged
civilian population. When these well-meaning
but untrained children aren’t struggling to
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aid the doctor in an abandoned farmhouse
converted into an ill-equipped government
hospital, they’re navigating speedy motorbikes
across bomb-strewn fields, guided only by
“safe lines” of sticks and their own daring.
When helicopters arrive to evacuate the
three young characters (as well as the hospital’s
remaining patients, save for the dying, who
are left behind), Yoon follows them to a prison
camp run by Laotian rebels, a small town in
southern France and even New York’s Hudson
River Valley. Their subsequent acts of revenge,
self-sacrifice and profound courage all resonate with their wartime experiences, when
they were, in the words of one character, “still
just children. Children hired to help others
survive a war.”
Run Me to Earth is a melancholy reminder
that valor isn’t limited to those who win medals
on the battlefield, and that to many noncombatants, the question isn’t who wins or loses,
but whether one will survive the madness.
—Harvey Freedenberg

H The Lost Book of

Adana Moreau
By Michael Zapata

Family
Saga

gorgeous passages that give you goosebumps,
because there wouldn’t be much left unmarked.
Zapata’s lyrical style has firm roots in Gabriel
García Márquez’s work, with a boldness of
delivery to the tune of Jorge Luis Borges. Much
of this book is a story-within-a-story, a mise en
abyme; it is a labyrinthine ode to storytellers.
The theme of storytelling works as a suture,
weaving through generations and throughout
multiple, infinite and parallel universes.
Something to note is the novel’s treatment
of women. While most of the protagonists are
male, Zapata crafts female characters who are
authors, physicists and master storytellers,
who are loved for their intellect and contributions to the universe rather than for their beauty or contributions to the lives of men. Zapata
pulls this off in a natural way that doesn’t feel
showy or even particularly outright, which is all
the more admirable.
As if his captivating writing style weren’t
enough, Zapata has treated us to a thrillingly
mysterious storyline with a beautiful payoff.
The Lost Book of Adana Moreau is his debut
novel, and we can only hope it is the first of
many.
—Leslie Hinson

him, only to find the skeleton of another
person entwined in the wreckage beneath
the dam. But when Aaron calls his father to
admit what he’s done, the inspector reappears
with no sign of injury and no memory of his
encounter with Aaron.
Aaron soon learns of a bizarre story about
the body found underwater and the people
who sacrificed themselves when the dam and
reservoir were created, flooding the town of
Galesburg. While Aaron tries to piece together
the story, the ghostly spirits begin their own
quest for vengeance on those who condemned
their town to destruction by ushering in the
collapse of the dam itself. Between confrontations with the dead and the impending break
in the dam, Carson ably and exponentially
ramps up the intrigue and danger.
Carson includes plenty of factual exposition
about real New York reservoirs and tunnel
systems, sections that could have been dry
and boring were it not for his deep characterizations and a pervading sense of doom. The
result is a fast-paced, frenzied tale of survival
against both natural and supernatural forces
that will leave you gasping for air.
—G. Robert Frazier

H The Chill

Weather

By Scott Carson

By Jenny Offill

Thriller
In 1929 New
Orleans, a young
Dominican
woman named
Adana Moreau
writes Lost
City, a universe-bending
work of science
fiction. She
writes a sequel,
A Model Earth, but just before the new book is
ready to be published, Adana falls ill. Knowing she is about to die and will never see the
publication of her newest work, she burns the
manuscript. In 2004 Chicago, a man discovers a manuscript in his recently deceased
grandfather’s apartment. The ensuing journey to deliver the manuscript to the author’s
son is enriched by generations of remarkable
characters and the complex network of their
memories.
A quick summary does The Lost Book of
Adana Moreau (Hanover Square, $26.99,
9781335010124) no justice. As intriguing as
the plot may sound upfront, it can’t speak to
the otherworldly beauty of Michael Zapata’s
writing. Don’t even bother trying to mark all the
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Reading Scott
Carson’s The
Chill (Emily
Bestler, $27,
9781982104597)
gave me shivers
like the ones I
got when I first
read Stephen
King’s The
Shining. Set in
a remote town
in upstate New York, the novel starts ordinarily
enough, with a fractured relationship between
father and son, but swiftly cascades into a story
about vengeful ghosts and a cataclysm generations in the making.
Carson, a pseudonymous bestselling author
and screenwriter, homes tightly in on Aaron
Ellsworth, a 20-something washed-up Coast
Guard rescue diver whose preference for
drugs and booze has drawn the continued
ire of his father. Angered after an argument,
Aaron seeks solace by taking a swim in the
Chilewaukee Reservoir amid a downpour.
When he accidentally injures a state inspector, Aaron dives into the chill waters to rescue

Literary
Fiction
Lizzie Benson,
the protagonist of Jenny
Offill’s smart,
provocative new
novel, Weather
(Knopf, $23.95,
9780385351102),
has a lot on her
mind.
Lizzie has
opted out of a
Ph.D. program and is underemployed at a university library in Brooklyn. She is the major
supporter of her younger brother, Henry,
whose addictions were the primary reason
Lizzie abandoned graduate school in the first
place, and her husband is losing patience. She
actively avoids a bigoted neighbor, is cowed
by the officious crossing guard at her son’s elementary school and frets over the dwindling
attendance at the workplace meditation class.
Not to mention her bum knee. After the 2016
election, her pessimism increases.
Lizzie’s former thesis adviser, Sylvia, who is
now the host of a popular “doom and gloom”
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environmental podcast called “Hell and High
Water,” hires Lizzie to field her listeners’
questions. Lizzie finds herself spending hours
in a highly polarized virtual world, addressing
the concerns of survivalists, doomsday preppers, climate-change deniers and panicky
environmentalists. She grows obsessed with
the psychology behind disaster planning
and survivalism, exacerbating the situation
by web surfing and watching reality shows
on extreme couponing and animism. But as
worrying as these issues are, nothing quite
compares to Lizzie’s enmeshed relationship
with Henry, whose fragile hold on sobriety is
tested by a wife and new baby.
Like Offill’s award-winning Department of
Speculation, Weather is short, absorbing and
disturbingly funny. Its structure—quotations,
lists, jokes, articles and emails mixed with
Lizzie’s trenchant observations—echoes our
current fragmented world and ever-shortening
attention spans. As the tensions between the
doomsday predictions and everyday relationships fray and fester, Lizzie finds it more and
more difficult to keep from tipping over into
despair. She begins to look to her loving family
for stability, even as she tests their patience.
The title itself connoting climate conditions and the human ability to withstand and
survive change, Weather feels both immediate
and intimate, as Lizzie’s concerns become
eerily close to our own.
—Lauren Bufferd

H The Blaze

Things in Jars
By Jess Kidd

By Chad Dundas

Thriller
A good trope
in mystery is
a protagonist
whose memory,
for one reason
or another, has
been wiped.
This is the case
in Chad Dundas’ latest novel, The Blaze
(Putnam, $26,
9780399176098), when Iraq War vet Matthew
Rose loses much of his long-term memory
after an explosion and subsequent traumatic
brain injury.
The blaze of the book’s title is a mystery in
itself, as the story features two fires. The first
blaze we learn about happens just as Matt returns to his Montana hometown to collect his
dead father’s effects. The second happened at
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the town’s candy store when Matt was a child.
Though Matt remembers little else in his past,
he does remember that candy-store fire. Why?
On top of this, a strange young woman died
in the latest fire, and since it was ruled a crime
of arson, we now have a murder in the mix.
Matt’s gut tells him this blaze is related to the
candy-store fire, but it would be tough to see
the connection even if his memory were working the way it should.
Dundas patiently builds layer upon layer of
clues, like pastry and butter in the best croissant. Who was that vagrant that Matt almost
ran into when he first arrived in town, the
guy in the long coat who smelled of gasoline?
Who was Abbie Green, the woman who died
in the house fire? Why is everyone in town
being so closemouthed about her? And why
would anybody want to kill her? Matt doesn’t
remember this, but everyone says he changed
for the worse after the candy-store fire. Why?
And why did he and his dad fall out? Or did
they?
Writing a thriller that’s engrossing from beginning to end is tough. Some readers might
figure out the culprit early on, but figuring
out the “why” will keep them hooked. Dundas
knows how to keep things simmering, and his
cracking good mystery kept this reviewer up
at night. It just might keep you up at night,
too.
—Arlene McKanic

Gothic
Fiction
Fiction that
transports us
back to another time can,
at its best,
make us feel
at home in an
era into which
we’ve never set
foot. Unless,
of course, the
author doesn’t want us to feel at home. In
the realm of great fantasy fiction set in a past
we think we know, it’s often to a storyteller’s
advantage to lure us in with a false sense
of familiarity, only to reveal something else
entirely.
With Things in Jars (Atria, $27,
9781982121280), Jess Kidd has woven a spellbinding alternate version of Victorian London
that is both recognizable and like getting lost

in some mist-shrouded parallel world only
spoken of in myths. It is into this version of
London, where tattooed ghosts lurk near their
own gravestones and seven-foot-tall housekeepers spend their idle time reading potboiler fiction, that Kidd drops Bridie Devine,
a private detective with such distinctive style
and intense charisma that we fall in love with
her immediately.
When we meet her, Bridie is coming off a
tough, failed case, but she’s got a new one on
the horizon. The secret child of a wealthy man
is missing, and the child may be much more
than just a lost little girl. Armed with her own
wits and accompanied by an unlikely spectral
assistant, Bridie sets out to learn the truth
about the child and along the way finds some
ties to a past she tried to leave behind.

Jess Kidd’s London is
like some mist-shrouded
parallel world only
spoken of in myths.
Equal parts historical thriller and fabulist
phantasm, Things in Jars is instantly compelling, but what sets it apart is the prose.
There’s a playful, lithe familiarity to it as Kidd
dances across delightfully apt phrases like
a master. Even as the novel sweeps you up
in its narrative, it also sweeps you up in its
sentence-by-sentence construction, making it
both a whirlwind read and a novel you could
happily get lost in for weeks, dissecting every
paragraph.
Things in Jars is the kind of lavish, elegant
genre treat that makes you wish Kidd would
churn out a new Bridie Devine mystery every
three years until the end of time.
—Matthew Jackson

House of Trelawney
By Hannah Rothschild

Family
Drama
The Trelawney estate
in Cornwall
is much like
the Trelawney
family itself:
sprawling,
ancient and
crumbling.
Once among
the most
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breathtaking estates in Britain, it has fallen
into disrepair as the Trelawney fortune disappears. Ivy and moss grow through the walls
of what were once grand ballrooms. Greenhouses around the property lie in collapsed
heaps. Most of the formerly extensive art
collection has been sold off, leaving shameful
empty patches on the castle walls. As author
Hannah Rothschild writes, “As the centuries tripped by, the Earls of Trelawney, their
senses and ambition dulled by years of pampered living, failed to develop other skills. Of
the twenty-four earls, the last eight had been
dissolute and bereft of any business acumen.
Their financial ineptitude, along with two
world wars, the Wall Street crash, three divorces and inheritance taxes, had dissipated
the family’s fortune.”
As has been the tradition for centuries,
Kitto promptly kicks his sister, Blaze, out of
the castle when he is named the 24th Earl of
Trelawney. The hapless Kitto, who is virtually
devoid of employable skills or interests, lives
in the castle with his wife, Jane, whose own
sizable inheritance has been sunk into the
lost cause of maintaining Trelawney.
Blaze, sent packing with little cash
and no plan, has remade herself as an
uber-successful financial investor in London.
Beautiful, ruthless and utterly lonely, Blaze
hasn’t spoken to the family in years. But when
an unexpected heir turns up, the family is
forced to reengage and find a way to save the
house of Trelawney.
Rothschild, author of The Improbability
of Love and The Baroness: The Search for
Nica, the Rebellious Rothschild, is also an
accomplished film director and a member
of that Rothschild clan (the banking one).
Her understanding of the eccentric world of
English aristocrats shines throughout this
remarkably entertaining novel. Her writing is
whimsical yet poignant as she examines how
privilege can become a burden, and how an
inheritance system so focused on men impacts the women drawn into it. Consider an
elderly male relative who marvels at the survival instincts of a young Trelawney woman
who is single-mindedly focused on marrying
someone wealthy: “He’d never understood
women; men were so simple by comparison.
Centuries of absolute power had dulled the
male brain, whereas women, forced for so
long to cajole and manipulate, had evolved
into far more complex and capable beings.”
Part comedy of manners, part serious meditation on money and gender roles, House of
Trelawney (Knopf, $27.95, 9780525654919) is
both deeply thought-provoking and thoroughly fun.
—Amy Scribner

The love of the game
With pitchers and catchers reporting to spring training, now is the time
to read baseball novels that recognize the sport’s metaphorical resonance.
As the great Cubs infielder Ernie Banks might’ve said, let’s read two.
The best works of fiction are often about
much more than their ostensible subjects.
Novels like The Natural by Bernard Malamud
and The Art of Fielding by Chad Harbach may
be set among ballplayers, but the richness of
these works lies in their nuanced depictions of
ambition and despair. Gish
Jen’s The Resisters (Knopf,
$26.95, 9780525657217)
and Emily Nemens’ The
Cactus League (FSG, $27,
9780374117948) have very
different perspectives, but
they both deal with insecurity: about work, aging,
and, especially in the first
book, life.
The more experimental
of the two, The Resisters
is a dystopian work set
in the near future, and it
uses baseball to comment
on the ease with which
totalitarianism can overtake a country. America
is now AutoAmerica. The
populace is divided into
the “angel-fair” Netted—
whose job is to produce—
and “copper-toned” Surplus, lesser folk whose
job is to consume. Among
the latter are Grant, the
book’s narrator; his wife,
Eleanor; and their only
child, Gwen.
Eleanor’s work as a lawyer got her in trouble with
the AI-run surveillance
state known as Aunt Nettie. She has recently returned from jail, but she
risks further incarceration
by taking a case against
the government’s use of a winnowing agent,
put into foods to weaken the Surplus. But the
government is mainly interested in Gwen, a
pitching prodigy so talented that, as a baby,
she hit the same spot on the wall every time
she threw stuffed animals out of her crib.
Motivated by plans to build a TeamAmerica
that can defeat ChinRussia in the Olympics,
Aunt Nettie’s scheme to recruit Gwen from

the Surplus’ underground league gives the
book its considerable tension. Detailed world
building slows the story down, but The Resisters is still a chilling critique of capitalism
and a warning about how governments can
exploit inequality for nefarious means.
Insecurity is also a driving force behind The Cactus
League by Paris Review editor Nemens. A more conventional work, this book’s
linked stories revolve around
Jason Goodyear, two-time
MVP for the Los Angeles Lions, as his team arrives at its
new spring training park in
Scottsdale, Arizona.
Goodyear’s narrative role,
however, is more utility player than star. He appears only
peripherally in these stories,
most of which focus on the
people around him. Among
them are young players wondering if they’ll make the
opening-day roster, veterans
fretting that they’re past their
prime, middle-aged women
trying to seduce young players, even elderly organists
scrounging for gigs. Nemens
breaks up these stories with
musings from a sportswriter
keen to get the scoop on the
clean-cut, enigmatic Goodyear.
The device of the sportswriter as a sort of one-person
Greek chorus is unnecessary.
More compelling are the
stories themselves, which
culminate in a depiction of
Goodyear in apparent decline, dealing with a divorce
and reduced to living alone in a cinder-block
building on the stadium grounds.
In Summer of ’49, David Halberstam wrote
that young boys who dreamed of baseball careers were enthralled by the “binding national
myth” of the game. As The Resisters and The
Cactus League demonstrate, the myth endures, but what a fragile fantasy it can be.
—Michael Magras
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H When Time Stopped
By Ariana Neumann

Memoir
As a girl growing up in Caracas, Venezuela,
Ariana Neumann formed a spy club with her
friends. During that time she discovered a mysterious box belonging to her father, a prosperous industrialist who emigrated from Eastern
Europe. The box contained an ID card bearing
the official stamp of Adolf Hitler. Her father’s
youthful photo was also on the card, but the
name and birthday printed there weren’t his.
It frightened Neumann, and she never saw the
box again until her father’s death in 2001, when
he left it for her to find.
“I spent my childhood willing a mystery to
come my way,” Neumann writes. “When it
finally did, it took decades to solve.” Her father
rarely, if ever, discussed World War II or his
childhood in Czechoslovakia. During an isolated trip to Prague together, he tersely told her,
“Sometimes you have to leave the past where it
is—in the past.” Luckily for readers, Neumann

A Game of Birds and Wolves
By Simon Parkin

WWII
History
Games can be
deadly serious—ask any
soccer parent—
but we generally see them
as child’s play.
It is therefore
surprising that
in war, where
the stakes are
the absolute highest, games play an essential
role. War games allow armies to test officers’
strategies and decision-making in a risk-free
environment, and lessons learned on the
game board are frequently transferred to the
battlefield. One man who thoroughly grasped
this idea was Captain Gilbert Roberts, who,
along with his team of eight officers from the
Women’s Royal Naval Service (WRNS, popularly known as the Wrens), devised a game
that arguably changed the course of World
War II. In A Game of Birds and Wolves (Little,
Brown, $29, 9780316492096), Simon Parkin
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ignored her father’s admonition
and shares the
results of her meticulous research
in a brilliantly
heart-wrenching
memoir, When
Time Stopped:
A Memoir of My
Father’s War and
What Remains
(Scribner, $28,
9781982106379).
In 1939, 34
members of Neumann’s family lived in Czechoslovakia; only two, her father and his brother,
escaped being transported to concentration
camps. Her paternal grandparents died at Auschwitz, while her father hid in a secret compartment in their family’s paint factory, which
had been taken over by Nazis. Later, as his
presence there grew increasingly dangerous,
he went to Berlin in a daring move, assumed

tells this remarkable and little-known story.
In 1941, Great Britain was in danger of being
starved of food and supplies by U-boat attacks. Roberts realized that, by simulating the
conditions of war as closely as possible on an
auditorium-sized game board, he could devise
countermeasures to the tactics used by U-boat
captains. He could also train submarine hunters without the risk of failure. Ultimately, the
men who played the game used their knowledge to defeat the U-boat fleet in the decisive
Battle of Birds and Wolves. Without the Wrens,
who not only ran the games but also helped
design new scenarios and countermeasures,
none of this would have happened.
Like a well-designed game, A Game of Birds
and Wolves is fun, informative and intense.
Parkin naturally focuses much of his attention
on Roberts, whose story of triumph over adversity and skepticism is a great read. But the
book really shines when Parkin reclaims the
history of the Wrens. Although women played
a vital role in the war, their work was often
undervalued, and much of this history was lost
or destroyed. The Wrens, working with Roberts,
were instrumental to an Allied victory, but few
among us know what we owe to them.
Parkin’s respect and affection for these women is apparent on every page, and his extensive
research and excellent storytelling go a long
way toward paying that debt.
—Deborah Mason

the identity of a non-Jewish Czech
citizen and worked in a factory that
produced polymer coatings for
Nazi aircraft and missiles. There he
began spying for the Allies, noting,
“Hunted by the Gestapo, I had
come to the center of their world.”
As Neumann learns about her
father’s dramatic past, she comes to
better understand his reluctance to
speak of it, his recurring screaming
nightmares and his obsession with
watches, clocks and timekeeping. “I
have found the family who was never spoken about,” she writes, “the
one who was not so much forgotten
as veiled in silence.”
When Time Stopped is filled with heartbreaking, spine-tingling stories. But Neumann’s treasure trove of personal history isn’t
solely responsible for the book’s appeal: she’s
a gifted, visceral writer as well, bringing each
character alive as they experience the horrors
of World War II. When Time Stopped is a notable new memoir not to be missed.
—Alice Cary

Humble Pi
By Matt Parker

Math
Math isn’t a
subject most
people consider
humorous or arbitrary. But Matt
Parker (Things
to Make and Do
in the Fourth Dimension) manages to portray
the science of
mathematics as
both of these things in his brilliant new book,
Humble Pi: When Math Goes Wrong in the
Real World (Riverhead, $27, 9780593084687).
A former math teacher turned comedian and
YouTuber, Parker uses a unique combination
of witty prose and factual examples to guide
the reader through a series of real-life events in
which math didn’t work out exactly as expected. While many of us are aware of the precision
and importance of math, we might not think
about how much it’s integrated into our daily
lives—for instance, what our computers and
phones are doing behind the scenes, or how
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calendars and clocks track seasons and time
based on the Earth’s orbit and rotation.
When a glitch does occur, we’re often
surprised or even annoyed. Parker cleverly explains the how and why of these malfunctions
in layman’s terms, drilling down to why math
is so significant to our everyday activities. As
he stresses, “We are approximation machines.
Math, however, can get straight to the correct
answer.” It’s both humbling and impressive to
realize that much of what we’ve learned and
achieved as a species actually stretches beyond
what we were hard-wired for.
And while this collection of Parker’s “favorite
mathematical mistakes of all time” is fascinating and often humorous, it’s sometimes scary,
too—especially when we realize how much
hinges on mathematical calculations and the
huge consequences of those calculations going
wrong, such as bridges that fail, financial budget blunders and computer code errors that
result in incorrect medical radiation doses.
Ultimately, Humble Pi is an entertaining and
essential read for both math whizzes and those
who consider themselves mathematically
challenged.
—Becky Libourel Diamond

H Black Wave
By Kim Ghattas

Middle
Eastern
History
“What happened to us?”
This question
haunts the
Middle East and
the Arab world,
from Iraq to
Syria, Iran to
Saudi Arabia. It’s
also the question posed by Kim Ghattas at the beginning of
her new book, Black Wave: Saudi Arabia, Iran,
and the Forty-Year Rivalry That Unraveled
Culture, Religion, and Collective Memory in
the Middle East (Holt, $30, 9781250131201).
Ambitious and novelistic in its approach,
Black Wave attempts to answer this question
through extensive research, vibrant reporting
and personal stories. At its core, the book is a
survey of the once harmonious relationship
between Saudi Arabia and Iran. As Ghattas
examines how a culturally diverse region
full of hope could twist itself into an entirely
new body of destruction and instability, she
explores the events that led to these nations’

opposition of each other, and to their desire
for cultural supremacy over an entire region
and its people.
Ghattas, an Emmy award-winning journalist
who was born and raised in Lebanon, focuses
on the three major touchstones in 1979 that
led to the current crisis: the overthrow of the
shah and the Iranian Revolution; the siege of
the Holy Mosque in Mecca by Saudi militants;
and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. As
Ghattas writes, “Nothing has changed the Arab
and Muslim world as deeply and fundamentally as the events of 1979.”
Unlike narratives told from a Western point
of view, this book doesn’t highlight terrorism or
ISIS but instead seamlessly weaves history and
personal narrative into a story that explains
the gradual suppression of intellectualism and
the creep of authoritarianism in the region,
while highlighting those who have tried to
fight against it, like murdered journalist Jamal
Khashoggi. It also shows how the United States’
numerous attempts at intervention have made
the situation indelibly worse.
Illuminating, conversational, rich in details
and like nothing else you’ve ever read about
the Middle East, Black Wave will leave you
with a new understanding of this diverse and
troubled region.
—Sarojini Seupersad

American Sherlock
By Kate Winkler Dawson

True Crime
We live in an
era that feels
awash in crime
case forensic evidence.
Every day, news
comes of DNA
tests that have
exonerated
long-imprisoned innocents
or nabbed
villains in cold cases. An entire generation
has grown up watching the CSI franchise on
television, and jurors tend to expect some
Gil Grissom-like savant to testify, even when
that’s not realistic.
That was hardly the case a century ago. Police relied on third-degree interrogations, and
science just wasn’t in the picture. But slowly, a
handful of forensic pioneers changed the criminal justice landscape. One of the most prominent was Edward Oscar Heinrich, a largely
forgotten figure whose riveting story is revived

in Kate Winkler Dawson’s American Sherlock:
Murder, Forensics, and the Birth of American
CSI (Putnam, $27, 9780525539551).
After finishing her well-regarded Death in
the Air, Dawson was looking for a follow-up
project when she stumbled on the voluminous
Heinrich papers at the University of California
at Berkeley. She literally had to persuade the
university to catalog the neglected collection
so she could do her research. It produced
archival gold.
Heinrich was a headline name in the 1920s
and ’30s as a key criminologist in high-profile
murder cases. Dawson structures her book
around his most mysterious and sensational
cases—among them, a bloody train robbery
that netted almost no money, the killing of
a priest solved in part through handwriting
analysis and the multiple trials of a Stanford
University employee who may or may not have
bludgeoned his wife in her bathtub.
Heinrich forged the way in blood pattern
analysis, ballistics, forensic photography,
polygraphs and criminal profiling. Yet he was
often frustrated by juries who were baffled by
his work, and importantly, he wasn’t always
right. He trusted forensic science too much; as
Dawson reminds us, we now know that handwriting, blood and gun evidence is far from
flawless. Like Heinrich himself, she argues,
we need to continue pushing forward in the
never-ending quest for true justice.
—Anne Bartlett

1774
By Mary Beth Norton

American
History
American
colonists loved
tea and wished
to acquire it
cheaply. Parliament’s Tea Act
of 1773, however, made that
impossible. As
an anonymous
New York writer
at the time explained, colonists would pay “a
duty which is a tax for the Purpose of raising
a Revenue from us without our own consent,
and tax, or duty, is therefore unconstitutional,
cruel, and unjust.” It was an effort to help the
financially struggling East India Company. In
protest, some ports halted or sent back their
shipments of tea. In Boston, in December
of 1773, men disguised as Native Americans
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destroyed 342 chests of tea. The term “Boston
Tea Party” wasn’t used until the next century,
but the action was controversial and set in
motion crucial actions and discussions that
lasted until mid-April 1775.
The vigorous debates regarding freedom and
liberty during that period prepared the country
for what was to follow in 1776. Drawing on
correspondence, newspapers and pamphlets,
noted historian Mary Beth Norton brings that
16-month period vividly alive in her meticulously documented and richly rewarding 1774:
The Long Year of Revolution (Knopf, $32.50,
9780385353366).
Support for resistance to King George III
was far from unanimous. Loyalists sought to
deal rationally with Parliament on the Tea
Act and other issues. The proposal to elect
a congress to coordinate opposition tactics
came not from radical leaders but from conservatives who hoped for reconciliation with
Britain. Loyalists to England, not the revolutionaries, were the most vocal advocates for
freedom of the press and strong dissenting
opinions. But shortsighted decisions from
London often moved these conservatives in
the opposite direction.
This important book demonstrates how
opposition to the king developed and shows us
that without the “long year” of 1774, there may
not have been an American Revolution at all.
—Roger Bishop

H The Escape Artist
By Helen Fremont

Memoir
Family is a
tricky animal.
Even when
things seem
ordinary and
well adjusted,
no one outside
truly knows
what happens
behind closed
doors. Far more
than a set of
partnerships and responsibilities knit together
by love, there’s often something more going
on within a family: a gravitational pull toward
one another, blurring the boundaries of each
individual and creating a collective entity with
overlapping fears, desires and traumas. In The
Escape Artist (Gallery, $28, 9781982113605),
Helen Fremont unravels the individual threads
knotted together in her own family, untangling
the agreed-upon tales her family made up—to
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survive, to retain their image of themselves—
from the realities she experienced as a daughter and sister in that family.
This tragic and unsettling (but also humorous and wry) memoir opens with an
event that becomes the impetus of Fremont’s
attempt to make sense of it all. Weeks after
attending her father’s funeral, she receives
a letter informing her of her own disinheritance. Legally speaking, she had been killed
off like a character written out of a series,
listed as having predeceased her father in a
codicil to his will.
Expelled from the family narrative—one that
included deeply buried secrets, shame over
sometimes violent mental illness, her parents’
escape from genocide and the subsequent
burial of their own identities—Fremont realizes she can only rely on her own individual narrative. That narrative, composed of Fremont’s
memories and research into her family’s
fugitive past, diverges wildly from the face her
family portrayed to everyone else: the successful, Catholic doctor, beautiful housewife and
two driven, intelligent daughters. Concealed
within this image, as Fremont reveals, is a
Jewish refugee, a traumatized survivor and
children wrestling with mental illness and
nervous collapse for their entire lives.
One would be hard-pressed to find a family
without secrets. Even when the secrets are
small, the strain of carrying them, and of maintaining the facade that permits such complicated, lifelong relationships to survive, can be
exhausting. No one could accuse the family
in The Escape Artist of keeping only small
secrets, but in its truth-telling, it serves as a
catharsis for anyone who has ever spent time
hiding the skeletons of others.
—Anna Spydell

The Falcon Thief
By Joshua Hammer

True Crime
Typically, the
phrase “true
crime” brings
to mind stories
of serial murderers—not of,
say, thieves and
traffickers of
rare eggs. But
in The Falcon
Thief: A True
Tale of Adventure, Treachery, and the Hunt for the Perfect
Bird (Simon & Schuster, $26, 9781501191886),

Joshua Hammer (The Bad-Ass Librarians of
Timbuktu) has crafted a story that will fascinate readers craving a dramatic true tale
of confident criminals, denizens of shadowy
underworlds and the law enforcers who strive
to catch and punish them.
First, the bad guy. Jeffrey Lendrum is an
audacious criminal who travels the world
stealing rare eggs from birds of prey and selling
them to uber-wealthy falcon enthusiasts in
the United Arab Emirates. Our hero, Andy
McWilliam, is a career police officer who
rose to the top of the U.K.’s National Wildlife
Crime Unit, thanks to his success tracking
and capturing wildlife-related criminals such
as badger-baiters, zookeepers and real estate
developers. But his specialization, of course, is
ornithological crime solving.

A compelling deep
dive into the psyche
of a very specific
sort of criminal.
Hammer’s exploration of the factors that
culminated in egg trafficking is thorough
and fascinating, offering context and entertainment alike. He plumbs the origins of
falconry, which began as a means of survival
(peregrines were trained hunters) and over
the centuries evolved into the high-dollar,
high-stakes sport it is today. In Dubai, there’s a
falcon hospital, research center and the President Cup, a racing event with an $11 million
purse. It’s mind-boggling, but in Hammer’s
hands it makes a bizarre kind of sense: Rather
than collecting jerseys and memorizing stats,
falcon-obsessed men (they’re all men, it
seems) steal and collect eggs, keep meticulous
notes and are always planning their next get.
The wealthiest members of this group in the
UAE hire out such tasks to men like Lendrum
who thrive on the adrenaline rush of plundering nature.
Hammer paints a vivid portrait of the thrill
of the chase and the long-term relationship
between criminal and police officer—both of
them smart and daring, neither of them willing
to give up. The Falcon Thief also shines a light
on the world of wildlife crime: its perpetrators,
addicted to their pursuits; its wealthy and
Machiavellian masterminds; and our heroes,
who work toward ensuring that all creatures
are safe from the greedy and devious few. Ultimately, this book is a fine tribute to McWilliam
and to others dedicated to conservation, and a
compelling deep dive into the psyche of a very
specific sort of criminal.
—Linda M. Castellitto

q&a | alexis coe
By Alexis Coe

American
History
He is singular
among American heroes:
Founding Father, truth-teller,
brave but
reluctant military leader. In
the insightful
and entertaining You Never
Forget Your First (Viking, $27, 9780735224100),
Alexis Coe moves past the well-worn tropes
we’ve come to associate with George Washington. Her nuanced portrait paints a man torn
between service to country and family.
Born to Augustine and Mary Washington
on a modest farm in Fredericksburg, Virginia,
George was the oldest of six. Augustine died
when George was just 11 years old. With a
modest inheritance and no money for education, George learned responsibility at an early
age. At 17, he became the surveyor of Culpeper
County, the youngest ever, and began buying
land. A natural leader, he became a major in
the Virginia military by 21 and caught the eye of
British Governor Dinwiddie, who sent him on a
mission to expel French settlers from the Ohio
territory. These were his earliest forays into
what would become a lifetime of public service.
Washington’s story is as well documented
as anyone’s in American history. Yet Coe, a
former research curator for the New York Public Library, finds fresh angles from which to
examine him. And she doesn’t shy away from
the most troubling aspect of Washington’s legacy: When he died, he owned 123 slaves. The
museum at Mount Vernon claims Washington
freed all the people he enslaved in his 1799
will. While that is technically true, Coe points
out that their emancipation was not automatic upon his death. Even worse, many of the
people enslaved by Washington had married
those enslaved by Martha, so even when they
were emancipated, their loved ones were not.
Despite the heavy subject matter, Coe writes
with style and humor (one chapter opens with
the line “Great love stories don’t often begin
with dysentery”). You Never Forget Your First
reminds us of the importance of public service and diplomacy, and Coe makes colonial
history not just fascinating but relevant.
—Amy Scribner

Chiseling away at Washington
Although it’s as well researched as any of the myriad George Washington
biographies out there, Alexis Coe’s You Never Forget Your First
approaches its legendary subject with a healthy dose of irreverence.
You infused a fairly serious subject with humor and liveliness. How did you do it?
That’s the ultimate compliment! If history is
boring, it’s the historian’s fault. I happen to
have a dark sense of humor, and I realized early
in my career that it was a useful tool—but not
the only one in my arsenal. Being funny, being
original, being analytical . . . it all requires
serious mastery over a
subject. Years of careful
research and a critical
eye allowed me to be
funny in one chapter
and dead serious in
another and, hopefully,
seamless in the transition. Oh, and lots and
lots of drafts!
What did you want to
bring to the table as a
female biographer that
would shine a new or
different light on Washington?
Previous
biographers
and I agree on the big
goal of a Washington
biography, which is to
chisel away at the marble statue he’s become, but we go about it very
differently. I questioned things they took as a
given, and a whole new world opened up to me.
What was your research process like?
Why are people sleeping on Founders Online,
an open access site through the Library of
Congress?! I had the absolute best time reading 18th-century letters on there—so much so
that I found myself messing around after work
hours, too. I highly recommend using random
search words like “slut.” You’ll get Jefferson
lecturing his daughter, and Washington’s old
house manager writing to say that his slut died
in the straw, which editors took to demonstrate
Martha’s love of dogs.
Your research reveals Martha Washington to
have been a reluctant public figure. Were she
and George a good match for the life he chose?
They were both homebodies, but when they
were in public roles, Washington got to have
a lot more freedom and fun with it. But I do
think they were a good match. He got the rich
widow he needed to make it big, and she got
the hunky, same-age husband she hadn’t had
the first time around. They worked hard to

make each other happy. That meant she had to
spend a lot of time out of Virginia, and he had
to raise her ne’er-do-well son and grandson.
One of the most fascinating aspects of your
book is your unflinching reporting on Washington as a slave owner. How much does his reliance on enslaved labor tarnish his legacy?
If anyone could have
changed the fate of
black people in America, it was George
Washington. No other
founder had the stature, the reputation, the
popularity. He could
have set a powerful example in Virginia, then
the biggest state in the
country, by emancipating his slaves, but
he didn’t until he was
near the end of his life.
He knew the world
was changing and that
he would be judged.
And let’s not forget,
he passed the buck to
Martha. Half of Mount
Vernon’s
enslaved
population knew they
would be free when she set them free or died,
and it’s pretty clear her fear of being murdered
or burned alive motivated her to sign their
manumission papers. She didn’t do the same
for those she enslaved outright.
© SYLVIA ROSOKOFF

H You Never Forget Your First

Did this project change your feelings about
Washington?
When I came to this project, Washington was
a portrait, a hero, a myth. He wasn’t necessarily a real person to me, but now he is, and
people are complicated. There are things I like
and admire about him, and there are things
that absolutely repulse me.
You can invite any three presidents to a dinner party. Who would you choose?
Washington, of course, although he would
probably be too distracted by technology and
a woman wearing pants to focus. Still, I’m interested in experiencing his charisma, because
that’s the hardest thing to get from descriptions. For that reason, let’s throw John F. Kennedy into the mix, too. And I’d love to talk to
FDR! But honestly, with that crowd, I doubt I’d
get a word in!		
—Amy Scribner
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H Not So Pure and

Simple

By Lamar Giles

Fiction
Del has had a crush on Kiera for forever. So
when Kiera joins a group at First Missionary
Church and takes a purity pledge—promising
to abstain from sex until marriage—Del stands
up and joins, too. The pledge group will have
classes and activities together, so it’ll be a great
way for Del to spend time with Kiera, right?
Between working at his fast-food job and secretly running a sexual-health Q&A service, Del
throws himself into memorizing scripture—
and dodging questions about his romantic
escapades, about which he’s been intentionally
lying for years.
Two-time Edgar Award finalist Lamar Giles
tells two stories at once in Not So Pure and

The Stars We Steal
By Alexa Donne

Science
Fiction
A young woman learns that
politics and love
can be ruthless
games in Alexa
Donne’s The
Stars We Steal
(HMH, $17.99,
9781328948946).
Centuries
in the future,
humanity lives
on national fleets of spaceships, some in luxury, others starving to death on overcrowded
heaps of junk. Princess Leo Kolburg, her sister
Carina and their father, a bankrupt royal, make
their home on the Scandinavian, thanks to the
generosity of its commander, Captain Lind,
who happens to be Leo’s aunt. While on board,
Leo and Carina must participate in the Valg,
an antiquated matchmaking event. Leo has no
desire to marry, but if she can’t find an investor
for her water-filtration system, she might not
have a choice.
When Leo’s ex-fiancé, Elliot Wentworth, arrives on the Scandinavian, wealthier and wiser
than when they parted, she must unpack her
complicated feelings toward him, even as her
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Simple (HarperTeen, $17.99, 9780062349194).
One is a comedy of errors, as Del’s attempts to
spend time alone with Kiera go increasingly
awry. The other is a story of whether clever
schemes are the best way for a young man to

sister and cousin vie for his affections. In the
meantime, Captain Lind runs for reelection in
a bid to preserve her ship’s luxury status.
At first glance, The Stars We Steal seems like
a mere sci-fi retread of Jane Austen’s Persuasion,
but Donne has rooted her story in a thoughtful exploration of how politics and corruption
remain intertwined even hundreds of years in
the future. Like today’s teens, Leo and Elliot are
forward-thinkers who find themselves at odds
with the establishment, and they’re willing to
fight any change that comes at the expense of
the impoverished and disenfranchised.
Add in a murder, blackmail and betrayal, and
readers are in for one heck of an interstellar ride.
—Kimberly Giarratano

A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder
By Holly Jackson

Mystery
Pippa
Fitz-Amobi’s
senior project is
ambitious and
risky. She wants
to research
the crime that
rocked her small
town five years
ago, a crime
from which the
community still

get closer to a young woman. Where does the
line fall between appropriate and inappropriate attention?
When Del’s sister’s YouTube channel becomes a social media sensation amid online
pushback against the prevailing discourse
surrounding a series of local teen pregnancies,
Del realizes he may not be alone in having
some learning to do. Perhaps First Missionary Church and Del’s small-town community
could all benefit from a shift in perspective.
Dialogue between Del and his father, older
sister and other characters gives readers a view
of gender politics from balanced perspectives
without interfering with Del’s authentic narrative voice. Sharp readers will find Easter egg
references to some of Giles’ favorite contemporary books and authors embedded in the text,
providing pointers for what to read next.
Giles successfully integrates social justice
themes into Del’s story while maintaining a
genuinely engaging and often hilarious tone.
—Jill Ratzan

hasn’t completely recovered. When Andie Bell
disappeared, suspicion fell on Sal Singh. His
death by suicide seemed to close the case, but
Sal’s family—and Pippa—never doubted his
innocence. Revisiting it all will be painful, and
there’s no guarantee of what she’ll find. This
is A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder (Delacorte,
$17.99, 9781984896360).
Debut author Holly Jackson gives readers a
stake in the investigation, as the story unfolds
in a mix of narrative chapters interspersed with
interviews and case documents. By the time
Pippa makes a wall chart with red string to
connect potential leads, we’re right there with
her, trying to figure out what really happened.
Pippa reaches out to Sal’s brother, Ravi, and
he quickly gets involved in the search for the
truth. His family members have been treated
like pariahs since Andie’s disappearance, and
he wants to not only clear his brother’s name
but also wake people up to their cruelty.
The mix of case files and crime story keeps
the plot moving at a steady clip, but there’s
quality time spent with Pippa’s friends and
family as well. When she begins to get notes
warning her away from the investigation, she’s
eager to protect the people close to her, but
also worried that one of them may be trying to
throw her off the trail.
Fans of true crime will be hooked by the hunt
for a killer, but there’s more to this Guide than
just a whodunit. It’s a story of families, community and the ways a crisis can turn them against
one another in the blink of an eye.
—Heather Seggel

feature | young adult love stories

These are definitely kissing books
Three new romantic YA tales offer love stories to fall head over heels for.

With February comes Valentine’s Day, when our
thoughts turn to love, and there’s plenty of love to
be had in this trio of new romantic books. Social
media plays a key role in all three, facilitating flirting, turning up the tension and making the willthey-won’t-they even more thrilling. There’s much
to savor here for the hopeless (and hopeful) romantic.
High school senior Pepper Evans misses how things
used to be. Not long ago, her family lived in Nashville,
her parents’ marriage was intact, and the restaurant they founded, Big League Burger, hadn’t yet
grown into a megachain. Now, in debut novelist
Emma Lord’s Tweet Cute (Wednesday, $17.99,
9781250237323), Pepper’s sister is at college, her
dad’s in Nashville, and she’s attending a fancy private school in New York City. When she’s not juggling
AP classes, debate club and swim team—or fretting
about her parents’ divorce—she’s co-writing a baking
blog and being pestered by her CEO mom to handle
BLB’s social media.
Meanwhile, Pepper’s classmate Jack Campbell has a lot on his plate, too. He works in
his family’s popular East Village deli and feels
pressured to someday take it over. But does he
want to? He’s trying to figure it out when disaster
strikes. BLB tweets about a sandwich that copies an
item on his family’s deli menu, and Jack claps back,
kicking off a snarky Twitter war that garners the attention of internet influencers and the media. As Pepper
and Jack duke it out on Twitter, they’re also flirting
on an anonymous messaging app—and getting
closer in real life as well.
Lord creates delicious, funny suspense
around whether the teens will finally reveal their
identities and have a huge argument or, even better, a huge make-out sesh. Tweet Cute empathetically
conveys the tension of feeling torn between pleasing
one’s parents and planning an independent future.
Lord’s characters are a likable, smart, diverse bunch,
and readers will eagerly follow along as secrets explode and romance blooms online and IRL.
Fans of bestselling authors Becky Albertalli
(Simon vs. the Homo Sapiens Agenda) and Aisha
Saeed (Written in the Stars) will be thrilled to get
their hands on their new joint effort, Yes No Maybe
So (Balzer + Bray, $19.99, 9780062937049), an earnest
and engrossing of-the-political-moment story about
Jamie and Maya, who were friends as children and
reconnect a decade later when their moms volunteer
them to canvass for a newbie Democratic state senate candidate.
Jamie is deeply self-conscious about his awkwardness and trying to tread lightly around his
mom and sister’s feverish bat mitzvah planning.
Maya is reeling from an emotional one-two punch:
Her bestie has become distant as she prepares to

leave for college, and her parents just began a trial
separation—in the middle of Ramadan. She’s not
thrilled about canvassing, but her mom dangles
the promise of a car, so she dives in, joining Jamie and his quirky, civic-minded family as they
try to bring change to their city of Atlanta, Georgia.
As their interest in politics and policy grows into true
activism, Jamie and Maya realize they’re becoming
passionate about each other, too.
Albertalli and Saeed have created a lovely
cross-cultural romance and a compassionate exploration of what’s worth fighting for, especially
when the outcome is uncertain. It’s full of messages of hope, loving support and the empowerment that comes from pushing for change and
taking action.
Self-proclaimed space nerd Phil Stamper’s The Gravity of Us (Bloomsbury, $17.99, 9781547600144) is so interesting and well crafted that it’s hard to believe it’s his
first novel. He harkens back to mid-20th-century NASA,
when astronauts were heroes and their seemingly
perfect families served as living public-relations
tools for the space program. As it turns out, things
aren’t so different when it comes time for NASA’s
Orpheus V mission to Mars.
Whiz-kid Cal Lewis, a savvy 17-year-old from New
York City, is shocked when his commercial airline pilot
dad announces he’s been selected for Orpheus, which
means their family is moving to Houston . . . in three
days. Cal is devastated to be leaving his best friend, his
beloved city and perhaps his budding career. An
entertainment network, Star Watch, has an exclusive contract to cover the mission, which means
Cal, a well-known video journalist with half a million followers on the FlashFame app, will have to
give up his BuzzFeed internship. Even worse, he may
not be able to report anything anymore.
As his life changes at warp speed, the questions
mount: Will Cal be able to survive hot, humid Houston? Will his parents ever stop arguing? How can he
be a journalist without the internship and FlashFame? But isn’t it nice that the enchanting Leon,
son of another astronaut, lives in Cal’s brandnew, astronaut family-packed neighborhood?
It’s thrilling to witness Cal using his social media
savvy to find a way around barriers to his reporting
and his happiness. Stamper shines a light on the vagaries of reality TV and a space program dependent on
tenuous government funding, while giving a platform
to the nonastronauts who are also passionate
about space exploration—from soil scientists to
the families swept up in this all-consuming career choice. Readers will root for Cal and Leon,
their budding romance, their astronaut families
and, of course, the prospect of life among the stars.
—Linda M. Castellitto
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feature | black history picture books

Paths paved with dreams
Four new picture books celebrate the lives of African Americans who have contributed to the arts,
sciences and the written word. You’ll love reading and sharing these stories all throughout the year.
The Secret Garden of George Washington Carver (Katherine Tegen,
$17.99, 9780062430151, ages 4 to 8) opens in 1921 on the historic day that
Carver addressed Congress and evangelized the many uses of the peanut.
From there, author Gene Barretta travels back to 1874 to meet a frail young
Carver, who lived with a white couple on the farm where he was once enslaved. Carver, who loved working in nature, tended to a secret garden.
At age 12, he left the farm and eventually became the first black man to
graduate from Iowa Agricultural College. Although the rest of the book
emphasizes Carver’s contributions to
botany and agriculture, Barretta goes
beyond Carver’s work with peanuts,
highlighting his innovative work in
science and education and describing him as a “folk hero.”
The final spread shows Carver as
an elderly man, tending to yet another secluded garden. Illustrator
Frank Morrison, working in richly
colored oils, depicts Carver’s tall
frame, resting on a cane, looking
out over a field of vibrant flowers.
Throughout the book, Morrison’s
use of light is particularly effective, whether it’s the warm
light that glows from behind
the elderly Carver as he speaks
to Congress or the rays of sunlight that illuminate his boyhood garden. The illustrations
shine in this ode to a celebrated inventor who was “always
ready to serve humanity.”
By and By (Atheneum, $17.99,
9781534426368, ages 5 to 8) tells
the life story of Charles Tindley,
composer of dozens of hymns.
Acclaimed poet Carole Boston
Weatherford narrates via spare rhymes that read as if Tindley himself
is singing directly to readers. “My life is a sermon inside a song,” the
book opens. “I’ll sing it for you. Won’t take long.”
Tindley’s life was remarkable. Since his mother was a free woman, he
was spared from slavery at birth in Maryland. But when she died, he was
hired out. He learned about scripture from spirituals sung in the fields.
He taught himself to read and walked barefoot to church every Sunday.
As an adult, Tindley promised himself he would learn one thing each day:
“Farmhand by day, student by night.” He married, moved to Philadelphia, continued his education and became the pastor of the very church
where he once worked as a janitor. As he nurtured his congregation, his
“small flock” grew, and he wrote the influential hymnal Soul Echoes.
Bryan Collier’s watercolor and collage illustrations, which incorporate
sheet music, are a rich and layered tribute to Tindley’s life. The book’s
backmatter includes a list of hymns that Weatherford quotes throughout
the text. This first picture book biography of Tindley is a superb introduction to the man who left a rich legacy in American gospel music.
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Award-winning author Lesa Cline-Ransome tells the story of another talented writer in The Power of Her Pen (Paula Wiseman, $17.99,
9781481462891, ages 5 to 9), chronicling the life and career of journalist
Ethel L. Payne, known as the “First Lady of the Black Press.” Although it
begins with Payne’s childhood, describing a girl with an ear for storytelling,
the book focuses primarily on Payne’s accomplishments as a journalist.
Payne reported from Tokyo during World War II and worked at the black
newspaper The Chicago Defender—all before becoming one of only three
black journalists issued a press pass to the Eisenhower White House and
the first African American commentator on a national television network.
Cline-Ransome writes reverently about Payne, who fearlessly asked
questions about race that politicians would have preferred to
avoid, reported on stories that the
mainstream white press dismissed
and uncovered answers for those
“whose paths were paved with
dreams.” In his signature folk-art
style, John Parra’s acrylic paintings
capture snapshots of Payne’s career. He incorporates many images of birds in flight, a fitting motif
for a journalist whose determined
reporting “created awareness and
activism in the fight for civil rights
for people across the globe.”
Mary Walker, dubbed “the nation’s oldest student” by the U.S.
Department of Education, may not
be as well known as Carver, Tindley or Payne, but her life is equally
extraordinary. Author Rita Lorraine
Hubbard brings Walker’s exceptional story to the page in The Oldest
Student: How Mary Walker Learned
to Read (Schwartz & Wade, $17.99,
9781524768287, ages 5 to 9). In 1863,
at the age of 15, Walker was freed from
slavery. When she was a teenager, an
evangelist gave Walker a Bible, telling
her that her “civil rights are in these
pages.” Understanding the “squiggles” of that Bible became Walker’s lifelong goal. She eventually moved from Alabama to Tennessee, where, well
past the age of 100, she at last learned to read. Walker diligently studied
the alphabet, famously noting, “You’re never too old to learn,” and read
proudly from her Bible at the age of 116.
Hubbard commemorates Walker’s story with care; she writes in an author’s note that much about Walker is unknown and explains that she
“chose to imagine . . . details to fill in the blanks.” The book’s illustrations
come from Caldecott Honoree Oge Mora, who also includes bird imagery
as symbolic of Walker’s longing for freedom and her determined spirit.
Mora collages scraps of text into many spreads as reminders of Walker’s
spectacular accomplishment. It all adds up to a riveting portrait of a
strong-willed American icon.
—Julie Danielson

reviews | children’s

H In a Jar
By Deborah Marcero

Picture Book
There is a moment of
magic in every good book
when the book’s heart and
the reader meet exquisitely.
In the best books—the very
best ones—that moment
lasts from front cover to
back. Deborah Marcero’s
In a Jar (Putnam, $17.99,
9780525514596, ages 3 to 6)
is that kind of book.
Little bunny Llewellyn
carries jars everywhere he goes; in them, he
collects objects that remind him of special

+

moments. When
Llewellyn makes
a new friend,
he finds that his
jars hold not just
moments but also
friendship itself.
After all, the best
collections—
whether seashells, stamps or
books—are made
with someone
you love.
Marcero’s prose
has an openness
and simplicity
that masks its
literary prowess. She employs similes, vibrant
descriptions, rhymes and alliteration with

ease, turning anyone who reads this aloud into
a master storyteller.
This is writing that needs no artwork, but
Marcero is an equally gifted illustrator, filling
every page with color and movement. Washes of
paint and hashed pencil lines give texture and
atmosphere to even the smallest sketch. From a
field bursting with bluebell flowers to a particularly charming image of the bunny slipper-clad
Llewellyn, every inch of every spread is worth
examining. In a surreal touch, the jars themselves become frames containing rainbows,
cups of hot chocolate, lightning strikes, a family
of ducks, ski slopes and the tight squeeze of a
subway car. Enchanting, indeed.
In a Jar does what all the best picture books
do: It captivates, entertains and leaves you
with a reminder of magic still shimmering
around the edges.
—Jill Lorenzini
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meet KAT LEYH

Kat Leyh’s Snapdragon (First Second,
$21.99, 9781250171122, ages 10 to
14) is a witty, quirky graphic novel
about the unlikely friendship between
a girl named Snap and an older
woman named Jacks, who’s rumored
to be a witch. Leyh is a comic book
writer and artist who lives in Chicago.
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