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 Best of 2023: Our Favorite Indie Books 


 BY Chaya Schechner  today  


Combing through our Best of Indie list is always an interesting end-of-year exercise. Which trend percolated through our sample size of 100 books in 2023? Stewardship, a call for protection of all of Earth’s flora and fauna. Whether that means encouraging action, managing limited resources, or exposing potential harm, the books that captured Indie reviewers’ and editors’ attention this year focused on repairing the world.
Pandora’s Gamble: Lab Leaks, Pandemics, and a World at Risk (2023) catalogs the ways governments all over the world gamble with people’s lives by studying and experimenting with viruses and bacteria in labs with poor safety protocols. Alison Young, aninvestigative journalist, cites numerous laboratory leaks and accidents, including a 1978 smallpox outbreak at a lab in Britain, a 1979 anthrax release from a Soviet bioweapons lab, contaminated wastewater leaks at a U.S. Army research institute in 2018, and on and on. The author lists the various ways lab safeguards fail—equipment malfunctions, aging pipes, breaches in biohazard suits, and plain old foolishness (Young found one containment-lab door shut with duct tape). Our reviewer calls Pandora’s Gamble “a hard-hitting and timely report.”
Shannon Cram outlines the colossal failure of the U.S. government to properly manage nuclear cleanup in Unmaking the Bomb: Environmental Cleanup and the Politics of Impossibility (2023).Cram, an assistant professor in the School of Interdisciplinary Arts and Sciences at the University of Washington Bothell, focuses on the Hanford site in eastern Washington state, a 580-square-mile decommissioned nuclear complex theNew York Times has described as “the largest and most contaminated of all the weapons production sites.” Kirkus’ reviewer notes, “In prose that’s both calm and solidly grounded in cited research, Cram presents a flatly devastating book about egregious mismanagement at the Hanford site and, more broadly, about the United States government’s calculation of risk in the field of nuclear waste disposal.”
Pamela Uschuk’s poetry collection Refugee (2022) portrays the overlapping effects of social injustice, illness, and climate change alongside the beauty of woods and waterways: “Feel the warmth of an otter’s last dive / before ice takes the river. Police sirens / fade like contrails across the exhausted heart of this land.” In another poem, Uschuk “ingeniously juxtaposes the migration of the monarch butterfly with the emigration of people from Central America,” says Kirkus’ reviewer, who calls the work a “spellbindingly compassionate collection rooted in the belief that redemption remains possible.”
In Living River: The Promise of the Mighty Colorado (2023), author and photographer Dave Showalter makes the case for the immediate protection of one of this country’s most essential and beloved resources, the Colorado River system. More than 40 million people, multiple ecosystems, and two countries depend on the river. Nearly all of the Unites States’ winter agriculture is grown using water from the massive system, whose water rights are dictated by laws created more than 100 years ago. The author provides his own perspective and those of other experts “to vividly portray the beauty and diversity of the lands along the river’s 1,450-mile journey,” according to our review. Showalter provides “an informative examination and celebration of the beautiful and endangered Colorado River and its importance for people and wildlife.”
Chaya Schechner is the president of Kirkus Indie.
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 Best Nonfiction of 2023: Amy Kurzweil 


 BY Katherine King  Nov. 21, 2023  


Amy Kurzweil. Photo from the author
Amy Kurzweil’s Artificial: A Love Story (Catapult, Oct. 17) links generations in an exploration of technology and memory. The graphic memoir made our list of the Best Nonfiction of 2023. Kurzweil answered our questions by email; her answers have been edited for length and clarity.
What have been some delights and challenges of using a graphic memoir to explore cultural memory?
Artificial is about the future life of documentation, so much of the book is full of re-created artifacts. It was meaningful and challenging to spend so much time literally tracing old things. It was especially uncanny to trace my grandfather’s handwriting and my grandmother’s paintings, to go over with my hands things that they once created with theirs. I can’t imagine telling this story any other way.
What was the original idea that started you working on the book?
I’ve probably been writing this for my whole life, but I can trace its germ seed back to a piece from 2012 I wrote in the no-longer-active literary journal Hot Street. “My Father’s Office” was about my father’s epic collection of porcelain cat figurines. The piece follows me and my parents on a trip to the ballet while reflecting on my father’s belief that the objects of our lives could one day offer us artificial life. It ends with an invocation of the storage unit of my grandfather’s documents, around which Artificial revolves. I then spent seven years fleshing [that piece] out.
Who is the ideal reader for your book?
This book is for anyone who likes to read a graphic book multiple times and to study its pages like a map. My ideal reader will be interested in the big questions: What is a person? How do we relate to time? What does it mean to love someone? I would love for students to read Artificial in a science or humanities classroom, or in a book group where they can continue the conversations that I hope the book will prompt.
Were you able to do live events for the book this year?
In a week from the time of writing this, I embark on a book tour. Other than my events in San Francisco (where I live), I’ll be visiting Madison, Wisconsin; Iowa; Las Vegas; Boston; New York; Vermont; and Savannah, Georgia. Books Are Magic, where I’ll be on November 13, is located on my old street in Brooklyn, in the same building where a psychic I once visited (documented in Artificial!) used to conduct her business. How uncanny!
What books published in 2023 were among your favorites?
I love This Country, by New Yorker cartoonist Navied Mahdavian, about three years he spent homesteading in rural Idaho. I’m now reading Daniel Gumbiner’s Fire in the Canyon, a beautiful evocation of life in California’s precarious present.
Katherine King is an editorial intern.
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AMERICAN SPIRITS
 Grim but compelling narratives from this fine writer. 




Three stories unearth the bitterness and violence seething in a working-class American town.
These long narratives by the late Banks are all set in the northern New York village of Sam Dent that featured in The Sweet Hereafter (1991). But where that story dealt with a tragedy that affected the whole town, these explore the welter of pain that can afflict a single house. In “Nowhere Man,” a feud between neighbors escalates when one of them finds himself threatened on social media. This is a community where guns are commonplace and Banks’ choice of victim is pointedly cruel. He also weaves in Trump, the Proud Boys, and home-grown militias, expanding the range of one of his recurring themes, toxic masculinity. “Homeschooling” has a Hallmark-wholesome, Trump-friendly family adjusting to next-door neighbors who comprise white married lesbians and their four adopted Black children. When those kids suggest that all is not well in their household, the adults trade bitter words that lead to an awful outcome. Banks plants doubt about the virtue and veracity on both sides, fostering an ambiguity that challenges any facile finger-pointing. In “Kidnapped,” the grandparents of a young man who lost his father to war and his mother to drugs open their door one evening to find two drug thugs looking for human leverage in a deal gone bad. This is a dark tale in which death is dealt out remorselessly, family ties are fatal, and a change of heart or a well-meant deed can turn virtue into complicity. All these stories include ruminations on the passage of time, changes and damage in the landscape, and the values and aspirations sustained from generation to generation. The tone in these passages is almost elegiac: hymns to a past when fewer wounds were self-inflicted.
 Grim but compelling narratives from this fine writer. 
Pub Date: March 5, 2024
ISBN: 9780593536773
Page Count: 224
Publisher: Knopf
Review Posted Online: Nov. 17, 2023
Kirkus Reviews Issue: Dec. 15, 2023

Categories:


 LITERARY FICTION |  SHORT STORIES |  GENERAL FICTION






















THE DJINN WAITS A HUNDRED YEARS
 A ghost story, a love story, a mystery—this seductive novel has it all. 




A haunted house full of haunted people is the setting for this lively, moving tale.
When 15-year-old Sana Malek and her widowed father move from Johannesburg, South Africa, to Durban in 2014, they land in a once-glorious mansion overlooking the sea, now a ramshackle rooming house presided over by a kindly old man called Doctor. Sana is familiar with ghosts, having been haunted all her life by the spiteful ghost of her previously conjoined twin sister, who died soon after they were separated. So she recognizes that the house teems with them. She forms tentative bonds with some of the place’s corporeal residents, a group of contentious older women. But she’s more interested in the departed, and she begins to unravel their stories, especially when she finds a long-locked bedroom with diaries and photos that are evidence of a couple in love. In 1919, we learn in the book’s second timeline, a dashing, wealthy young Muslim man named Akbar Ali Khan left his village in Gujarat. Eventually he settled in Durban, following an arranged marriage in India with his modern Anglophile wife, Jahanara Begum. They have a son and daughter, but their marriage never warms, despite the spectacular house and gardens he builds for them. Then he does fall in love, with a Tamil girl hired to work in his sugar factory. Meena rejects him, but he takes her as another wife anyway, patiently winning her over until their love catches fire. Akbar isn’t the only one in love with Meena; the djinn of the title, an ancient creature weary of the world, is enchanted. But Jahanara’s bitter jealousy of Meena will lead them all to a terrible fate. Almost a century later, Sana will put it all together—but will that bring catastrophe? Khan’s prose is lush and lovely, her pacing skillful, and she successfully weaves a complex plot with a large cast.
 A ghost story, a love story, a mystery—this seductive novel has it all. 
Pub Date: Jan. 9, 2024
ISBN: 9780593653456
Page Count: 320
Publisher: Viking
Review Posted Online: Nov. 17, 2023
Kirkus Reviews Issue: Dec. 15, 2023

Categories:


 HISTORICAL FICTION |  GENERAL FICTION






















THE CATCH
 A sweet conclusion to a swoony contemporary romance trilogy. 




When a fashion influencer is forced to crash in a rural Canadian town, she doesn’t expect to find herself falling for one of the locals.
Melanie Karlsen’s brand is in desperate need of rescuing. Although she’d initially carved out a social identity for herself as a fashion influencer, she’s becoming disillusioned with the perfectly edited facade she projects to the world. Accepting an all-expenses-paid spa vacation seems like the perfect reset for both herself and her job, but a mix-up strands her in what may be the least likely place: a remote fishing village in Nova Scotia. The B&B where she manages to book a last-minute stay could barely be described as rustic, and its owner, fisherman Evan Whaler, is even less hospitable. While Melanie resigns herself to counting the days until she can leave, an accident at sea finds her tangled up in an inadvertent lie—that she’s Evan’s fiancee. Before they can tell his family the truth, Mel and Evan reluctantly decide that maintaining their fake engagement might actually help them both. It’s easy to set a deadline to definitively call things off, but as they’re forced to play things up for the sake of Evan’s family, they’re each slowly realizing that there’s more truth to their feelings than they’d like to admit. Lea’s talent for writing complicated but ultimately likable characters is on full display as things between Melanie and Evan become more and more comically disastrous before they start to get better, and her expert knack for comedy makes this story a standout. This last chapter in Lea’s Influencer series is a heartwarming wrap-up with a strong sense of place and hilarious side characters.
 A sweet conclusion to a swoony contemporary romance trilogy. 
Pub Date: Feb. 13, 2024
ISBN: 9780593336618
Page Count: 416
Publisher: Berkley
Review Posted Online: Nov. 17, 2023
Kirkus Reviews Issue: Dec. 15, 2023

Categories:


 ROMANCE |  CONTEMPORARY ROMANCE |  GENERAL ROMANCE






















NIGHTWATCHING
 Fiercely feminist and viscerally terrifying. 




As a blizzard rages outside, a woman and her young children try to elude a home invader.
It’s midnight, and a mother has just gotten her frightened 5-year-old son back to sleep when she hears an unexpected “wheeze of weight” on the stairs. She sees a tall stranger slink onto the landing. He’s wearing plastic gloves and his grinning face is uncovered, indicating he doesn’t intend to leave evidence or witnesses, and his sneakers are dry despite the storm, suggesting he’s planned ahead and expects to stay a while. He misses her watching from the shadows, instead making a beeline for the 1722 New England colonial’s modern addition, but that also means he now separates her from her phone, computer, car, and gun. Few options remain, so she scoops up her son, rouses and hushes her 8-year-old daughter, and creeps downstairs. Long ago, someone walled in their beehive oven’s “messy flues,” leaving an empty space accessible via a hidden panel. The trio slips inside, hoping the intruder will get frustrated and flee, but he makes himself comfortable and starts trying to break them. With school preemptively canceled and the nearest neighbors half a mile away through feet of snow, nobody can save them but her. Straddling the line between psychological thriller and domestic horror, Sierra’s auspicious debut immediately plunges readers headlong into its unnamed protagonist’s waking nightmare. The tense, emotionally resonant close-third-person narrative intercuts the man’s relentless assault with the woman’s own self-recriminations, imagined in her absent husband’s hypercritical voice. Well-timed flashbacks add context and poignancy.
 Fiercely feminist and viscerally terrifying. 
Pub Date: Feb. 6, 2024
ISBN: 9780593654767
Page Count: 368
Publisher: Pamela Dorman/Viking
Review Posted Online: Nov. 17, 2023
Kirkus Reviews Issue: Dec. 15, 2023

Categories:


 SUSPENSE |  THRILLER |  SUSPENSE |  GENERAL & DOMESTIC THRILLER |  PSYCHOLOGICAL THRILLER |  GENERAL THRILLER & SUSPENSE






















HEADSHOT
 The classic momentum of a sports narrative unfurls in unusually lyric and muscular language: a ferocious novel. 




Over one hot July weekend at Bob's Boxing Palace in Reno, Nevada, eight young boxers fight to the finish.
Bullwinkel’s first novel, following the story collection Belly Up (2018), begins with a poster and a bracket for “The 12th Annual Women’s 18 & Under Daughters of America Cup at Bob’s Boxing Palace,” with first-round pairings and names that will become incantations as this unusual and striking novel unfolds. Artemis Victor v. Andi Taylor; Kate Heffer v. Rachel Doricko; Iggy Lang v. Izzy Lang; Rose Mueller v. Tanya Maw. Each match unfolds both in the physicality of the dusty ring and in the consciousnesses of the fighters, their coaches, parents, and other spectators in the tiny audience. There’s not a single line of dialogue in the book, but rather a hypnotically intense, God’s-eye narrative voice that describes the hits and misses of each round and plumbs the backstories of each boxer: One is haunted by a terrible experience as a lifeguard; one has developed a “weird hat” philosophy based on a rotting coonskin hat; one calms herself by reciting the digits of pi; two are cousins known as prodigies in their small hometown. The girls’ bodies are evoked just as memorably: One has a purple stain on her lip that has shaped her experiences since infancy; one has legs that look like “bundles of dry pasta covered in skin”; one has looped braids sticking out of her headgear, making droopy circles on her back. As each fighter advances, she takes the spirit of the girl she’s bested with her to the next round: “Usually, as a tournament progresses, there is a feeling of whittling, of a group of many reduced to a single champion, but here in Bob’s Boxing Palace, at the Daughters of America tournament, as each bout has been fought, there has been the feeling of accumulation.” For each young woman, Bullwinkel also conjures a life ahead, and these brilliantly imagined future selves add to the richness of the characterizations.
 The classic momentum of a sports narrative unfurls in unusually lyric and muscular language: a ferocious novel. 
Pub Date: March 12, 2024
ISBN: 9780593654101
Page Count: 224
Publisher: Viking
Review Posted Online: Nov. 16, 2023
Kirkus Reviews Issue: Dec. 15, 2023

Categories:


 LITERARY FICTION |  GENERAL FICTION






















SIGNIFICANT OTHERS
 This accomplished first novel artfully limns romantic cross-currents in a thoroughly contemporary setting. 




A makeshift throuple—described from two alternating perspectives—makes for intricate, intimate complications.
More than a decade out of college, Jess and Ren are still roommates, sharing a rescue dog and a house in Hawaii. Jess is the hyper-responsible partner: Raised in alcohol-soaked poverty, she’s determined to maintain economic security at all costs—a likely outcome, given that she majored in business and runs her own real estate firm. Ren, bartender and part-time fitness instructor, has devolved into the child in this dyad. Though the two share expenses (loosely), Ren has grown accustomed to letting Jess attend to all the more taxing, adult routines of cohabitation: cooking, cleaning, etc. Though the two are very close, snuggling and sharing confidences, their relationship has never turned sexual. After a few halfhearted explorations with partners of varying genders, Jess has decided that she’s just not into it. Ren pegs her as not necessarily asexual—“maybe just aromantic.” For her part, Ren is guiltlessly free with her favors. When a drunken night with a visiting botany professor (described just vaguely enough to sound universally attractive) results in pregnancy, Ren, already at loose ends, decides to see it through, and then the professor reappears. Jess, rosily envisioning her role as co-parent, jumps right on board. That’s the setup—before ambivalence seeps in from all sides. The author is a whiz at conveying complex emotions, often with a swift metaphor. When the anxiety-prone Jess suffers a bout of guilt and shame, she recalls the dual emotion as having “blossomed like spores all over [her] body.” The women’s distinctive voices are artfully delineated and come across as fully three-dimensional. It doesn’t hurt that the sex scenes, when they arise, are not only believable but evocative.
 This accomplished first novel artfully limns romantic cross-currents in a thoroughly contemporary setting. 
Pub Date: Feb. 6, 2024
ISBN: 9780778369660
Page Count: 352
Publisher: Harlequin MIRA
Review Posted Online: Nov. 18, 2023
Kirkus Reviews Issue: Dec. 15, 2023

Categories:


 FAMILY LIFE & FRIENDSHIP |  GENERAL FICTION






















ANITA DE MONTE LAUGHS LAST
 An uncompromising message, delivered via a gripping story with two engaging heroines. 




An undergraduate at Brown University unearths the buried history of a Latine artist.
As in her bestselling debut, Olga Dies Dreaming (2022), Gonzalez shrewdly anatomizes racial and class hierarchies. Her bifurcated novel begins at a posh art-world party in 1985 as the title character, a Cuban American land and body artist, garners recognition that threatens the ego of her older, more famous husband, white minimalist sculptor Jack Martin. The story then shifts to Raquel Toro, whose working-class, Puerto Rican background makes her feel out of place among the “Art History Girls” who easily chat with professors and vacation in Europe. Nonetheless, in the spring of 1998, Raquel wins a prestigious summer fellowship at the Rhode Island School of Design, and her faculty adviser is enthusiastic about her thesis on Jack Martin, even if she’s not. Soon she’s enjoying the attentions of Nick Fitzsimmons, a well-connected, upper-crust senior. As Raquel’s story progresses, Anita’s first-person narrative acquires a supernatural twist following the night she falls from the window of their apartment —“jumped? or, could it be, pushed?”—but it’s grimly realistic in its exploration of her toxic relationship with Jack. (A dedication, “In memory of Ana,” flags the notorious case of sculptor Carl Andre, tried and acquitted for the murder of his wife, artist Ana Mendieta.) Raquel’s affair with Nick mirrors that unequal dynamic when she adapts her schedule and appearance to his whims, neglecting her friends and her family in Brooklyn. Gonzalez, herself a Brown graduate, brilliantly captures the daily slights endured by someone perceived as Other, from microaggressions (Raquel’s adviser refers to her as “Mexican”) to brutally racist behavior by the Art History Girls. While a vividly rendered supporting cast urges Raquel to be true to herself and her roots, her research on Martin leads to Anita’s art and the realization that she belongs to a tradition that’s been erased from mainstream art history.
 An uncompromising message, delivered via a gripping story with two engaging heroines. 
Pub Date: March 5, 2024
ISBN: 9781250786210
Page Count: 352
Publisher: Flatiron Books
Review Posted Online: Nov. 18, 2023
Kirkus Reviews Issue: Dec. 15, 2023

Categories:
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EVERYONE ON THIS TRAIN IS A SUSPECT
 No, it’s not for everyone—but if you want to read a supercharged meta-pastiche like this, this is exactly the one to read. 




The 50th annual Australian Mystery Writers’ Festival, taking place aboard a long-distance train bound from Darwin to Adelaide, is punctuated by snarky dialogue, murder, and a zillion inventive misdirections.
“Why [am] I here?” wonders Ernest Cunningham, whose struggles to write his second book are interrupted by his invitation as a headliner at the festival-on-wheels, which will turn into the setting of his new book. Thriller writer S.F. Majors, former forensic pathologist Alan Royce, and artsy one-named Wolfgang are all much better known than he is. So is Lisa Fulton, even though she hasn’t published a novel in 20 years. And of course Henry McTavish, the bestselling creator of Detective Morbund, is in a different league altogether. After making a series of disingenuous promises about future developments—since he’s narrating the tale in the first person, for instance, he will definitely survive, and the killer’s name will be mentioned exactly 106 more times going forward—Ernest gets down to business with a combination of zeal and obliviousness. True to his word, he chronicles more than one murder, reveals a multitude of other felonies from burglary to rape, links the current mystery to a much older case, and sets the stage for a series of escalating reveals, one of them interrupted so many times that the self-anointed detective complains, “There’s not normally this much heckling in a denouement.” Stevenson rivals his golden age models in his willingness to sprinkle every scene with clever clues, outdoes them in setting up a dazzling series of false conclusions, and leaves them in the dust for modern-day fans with an appetite for self-reflexiveness.
 No, it’s not for everyone—but if you want to read a supercharged meta-pastiche like this, this is exactly the one to read. 
Pub Date: Jan. 30, 2024
ISBN: 9780063279070
Page Count: 336
Publisher: Mariner Books
Review Posted Online: Nov. 17, 2023
Kirkus Reviews Issue: Dec. 15, 2023

Categories:
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YOU GLOW IN THE DARK
 The “alien gaze” is a keen instrument for dissecting the human condition, and Colanzi employs it to great effect here. 




Bolivian writer Colanzi’s latest collection, which earned her the Ribera del Duero International Short Story Prize.
Tinged with futuristic flourishes and set largely in the Bolivian Altiplano, these stories examine the aftermath of terrible trespasses, mostly only whispered about. The opening story, “The Cave,” emerges in fragments—a prehistoric mother, a time traveler, and a pair of star-crossed lovers are just a few who run across the title locale—showing the fleeting transience of people across the arc of time. Most notably, a pair of stories break down the mechanics and the radioactive consequences of colonialism. In the future, “Atomito” is the name of the heroic mascot of an industrial nuclear plant in South America that’s not only poisoning people but also corrupting a society looking for blame. Conversely, the sharp title story that ends the collection shows the raw consequences of a real 1987 event known as the Goiânia accident, in which hundreds were poisoned with radioactivity. Because short stories are fleeting, they’re sometimes lacking in characterization, but Colanzi is gifted at focusing on people during their most intense moments while simultaneously indulging her interest in time and its capacity to bury dark deeds. “The Debt” finds a young woman on the verge of giving birth grappling with her heritage, and “The Narrow Way” shows forbidden fruit’s effect on an isolated faith. Meanwhile, “Chaco” wanders into straight-up horror with the story of a young man possessed by the Indigenous Mataco man he murdered. The longer stories are richer but the shorter entries don’t lose a step. In fact, the most bitter story, “The Greenest Eyes,” concerns a girl who, in a Grimm-like fairy tale, longs for “the mint-colored eyes of her dreams,” only to lose paradise in the process.
 The “alien gaze” is a keen instrument for dissecting the human condition, and Colanzi employs it to great effect here. 
Pub Date: Feb. 6, 2024
ISBN: 9780811237185
Page Count: 144
Publisher: New Directions
Review Posted Online: Nov. 18, 2023
Kirkus Reviews Issue: Dec. 15, 2023

Categories:
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MY NAME IS BARBRA
 What a talent, what a career, what a life, and what a treat to relive it all with this most down-to-earth of demigods. 




A gloriously massive memoir from a sui generis star.
When Keith Richards and Bruce Springsteen published 500-page memoirs, that seemed long—but as we learned, they really did have that much to say. Streisand doubles the ante with 1,000 pages. In addition to chronicling her own life, the author offers fascinating lessons on acting, directing, film editing, sound mixing, lighting, and more, as revealed in detailed accounts of the making of each of her projects. As Stephen Sondheim commented about her, “It’s not just the gift, it’s the willingness to take infinite pains.” The pains really pay off. With every phase of her life, from childhood in Brooklyn to her 27-year-romance with current husband, James Brolin, Streisand throws everything she has—including her mother’s scrapbook and her own considerable talent as a writer—into developing the characters, settings, conversations, meals, clothes, and favorite colors and numbers of a passionately lived existence. In the process, she puts her unique stamp on coffee ice cream, egg rolls, dusty rose, pewter gray, the number 24, Donna Karan, Modigliani, and much more. Among the heroes are her father, who died when she was very young but nevertheless became an ongoing inspiration. The villains include her mother, whose coldness and jealousy were just as consistent. An armada of ex-boyfriends, colleagues, and collaborators come to life in a tone that captures the feel of Streisand’s spoken voice by way of Yiddishisms, parenthetical asides, and snappy second thoughts. The end is a little heavy on tributes, but you wouldn’t want to miss the dog cloning, the generous photo section, or this line, delivered in all seriousness: “Looking back, I feel as if I didn't fulfill my potential.”
 What a talent, what a career, what a life, and what a treat to relive it all with this most down-to-earth of demigods. 
Pub Date: Nov. 7, 2023
ISBN: 9780525429524
Page Count: 992
Publisher: Viking
Review Posted Online: Nov. 6, 2023
Kirkus Reviews Issue: Dec. 15, 2023

Categories:


 BIOGRAPHY & MEMOIR |  ENTERTAINMENT, SPORTS & CELEBRITY |  GENERAL BIOGRAPHY & MEMOIR






















DISILLUSIONED
FIVE FAMILIES AND THE UNRAVELING OF AMERICA'S SUBURBS
 A deeply valuable study of the decline of suburbia. 




A well-informed, ambitious narrative about the simmering inequities in American suburbs.
Though Herold grew up in “a middle-class white family that passively accepted suburbia’s bounty,” he convincingly argues that numerous factors, including “sweeping demographic changes, rising housing costs, and the vanishing heart of America’s middle class,” alongside the troubling history of segregation enforced by structural racism, have created a systemic crisis: “Suburbia is now home to a collision of competing dreams, each of which seems to be crumbling.” In his energetic debut, Herold chronicles how he “traveled the country, immersing [himself] in the lives of families on the front lines of suburban change,” tracking several families’ arcs amid the mostly declining fortunes of representational suburbs, including communities outside Atlanta and Dallas, progressive Evanston, Illinois, and the notoriously troubled city of Compton, California, arguing that these locales each demonstrate a “larger pattern of racialized development and decline.” Indeed, he discovers a disturbingly pervasive entropy in areas across the U.S., including Penn Hills, located outside an increasingly gentrifying Pittsburgh. Contrastingly, the author portrays the “anxiety about the erosion of long-standing privileges” of a conservative white family who moved to a new Texas exurb where they encountered similar strife concerning finances, infrastructure, and education budgets. Herold ably navigates these issues, particularly the divisive role played by school board politics (“public education in America had become a hot-button issue”) and sets the dreams of these diverse families against regional history. The author was still conducting interviews during the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, which further fractured each community’s social cohesion. As he writes, “conflicts over masks, vaccines, and racial equality were all raging anew.” Herold adeptly manages the sprawling storytelling and subtopics (albeit frequently focused on bureaucratic minutiae) with empathy, varied scenes, and well-rounded characterizations.
 A deeply valuable study of the decline of suburbia. 
Pub Date: Jan. 23, 2024
ISBN: 9780593298183
Page Count: 432
Publisher: Penguin Press
Review Posted Online: Nov. 14, 2023
Kirkus Reviews Issue: Dec. 15, 2023

Categories:
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CARSON MCCULLERS
A LIFE
 A well-researched, sensitive literary biography. 




The triumphs and tragedies of an American writer.
Drawing on abundant archival material, much not available to earlier biographers, Dearborn offers a thorough, passionate recounting of the life of Carson McCullers (1917-1967), a writer with an “unerring instinct for the outsider’s life.” As a young child, Carson (born Lula Carson Smith in Columbus, Georgia) “was marked out as special.” Her parents decided she would become a concert pianist, a goal Carson energetically pursued, though she expressed interest in being a composer or writer. In 1934, she went to New York, apparently intending to enroll at Juilliard, but she wound up taking writing classes at Columbia instead. Soon after, on a visit home, she met the handsome James Reeves McCullers, also an aspiring writer, and, like Carson, a heavy drinker. They clicked immediately, although, Dearborn notes, “in their relationship, she was emphatically the beloved.” Carson, tall and gangly, preferred to dress in men’s clothes, which she said she found more comfortable. She and Reeves married in 1937, but Carson’s most passionate attractions were to women. Her first awakening to love was for her piano teacher; she later became obsessed with the Swiss writer Annemarie Schwarzenbach, harbored “erotic feelings” for producer Cheryl Crawford, and fell in love with her therapist, a married woman. Bisexual and androgynous, Carson made gender fluidity “a thread through her major works.” Dearborn chronicles Carson’s rise to fame, including the 1940 publication of The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, her friendships with the likes of Tennessee Williams and Truman Capote, and the severe health issues and alcoholism that undermined her. Strep throat in childhood led to rheumatic fever and, by the time she was 30, two major, disabling strokes. Alive to “the dangers and ecstasies of otherness,” Carson, Dearborn writes, was defined by queerness, as an artist and a woman.
 A well-researched, sensitive literary biography. 
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WAITING FOR THE MONSOON
 This is a man who has seen it all, and he sure does know how to tell a story. 




Fighting back against a nearly fatal health crisis, a renowned foreign correspondent reviews his career.
New York Times journalist Nordland, a Pulitzer Prize winner, has reported from more than 150 countries. Working in Delhi on July 4, 2019, he had a seizure and lost consciousness. At that point, he began his “second life,” one defined by a glioblastoma multiforme tumor. “From 3 to 6 percent of glioblastoma patients are cured; one of them will bear my name,” writes the author, while claiming that the disease “has proved to be the best thing that ever happened to me.” From the perspective of his second life, which marked the end of his estrangement from his adult children, he reflects on his first, which began with a difficult childhood in Philadelphia. His abusive father was a “predatory pedophile.” His mother, fortunately, was “astonishingly patient and saintly,” and Nordland and his younger siblings stuck close together. After a brief phase of youthful criminality, the author began his career in journalism at the Penn State campus newspaper. Interspersing numerous landmark articles—some less interesting than others, but the best are wonderful—Nordland shows how he carried out the burden of being his father’s son: “Whether in Bosnia or Kabul, Cambodia or Nigeria, Philadelphia or Baghdad, I always seemed to gravitate toward stories about vulnerable people, especially women and children—since they will always be the most vulnerable in any society—being exploited or mistreated by powerful men or powerful social norms.” Indeed, some of the stories reveal the worst in human nature. A final section, detailing his life since his diagnosis in chapters such as “I Forget the Name of This Chapter: On Memory,” wraps up the narrative with humor, candor, and reflection.
 This is a man who has seen it all, and he sure does know how to tell a story. 
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MADNESS
RACE AND INSANITY IN A JIM CROW ASYLUM
 An excellent work of journalism and a strong contribution to the literature of both mental health care and civil rights. 




A thoroughgoing, often shocking exposé of segregation in the treatment (or nontreatment) of mental illness.
NBC News reporter Hylton documents the history of Crownsville Hospital in Maryland, founded in 1911 as the Hospital for the Negro Insane. Getting to the story was not easy: The archives were incomplete because “the state had destroyed or lost most of the files preceding the year 1960, and others they had allowed to become contaminated with asbestos.” Unsurprisingly, the more controversial the past episode, such as the murder of a patient or systematic abuse, the likelier the documents were to have disappeared. Even so, in digging into the archives and seeking out those with firsthand or secondhand memories of the place, the author uncovered profoundly unsettling stories. One concerns an educator who, upon entering Crownsville after a case of typhoid fever had affected his mental health, “was just another inmate.” He was also effectively enslaved, and though Maryland was not in the Confederacy, it did permit slavery until 1864. In the Jim Crow era, Crownsville’s population swelled, its inmates growing tobacco and food crops under the supervision of white overseers; inside the walls of Crownsville, whites also governed the lives of Black people who were less treated than incarcerated. “Crownsville’s founding took vestiges of chattel slavery—from the style of the rolls to the financial recordkeeping format used on plantations—and translated them to a clinical setting,” writes Hylton, and the administration of the hospital remained remarkably consistent even after Maryland ordered the desegregation of state mental hospitals in 1962. Meaningfully, Hylton closes by examining the racialized discrepancies in mental health care today as they played out in the New York subway murder of Jordan Neely in 2023.
 An excellent work of journalism and a strong contribution to the literature of both mental health care and civil rights. 
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THE LIFE OF THE QUR'AN
FROM ETERNAL ROOTS TO ENDURING LEGACY
 Appropriately epic and consistently erudite, yet accessible for lay readers. 




A vibrant biography of the holy book of Islam.
Islamic scholar Jebara, author of Muhammad, the World-Changer, presents a well-researched, manageable study of the vastness that is the Qur’an. In many ways, the book works as a threefold history—of a book, a man, and a religion—as the author capably intertwines the stories of the Qur’an, Muhammad, and the Muslim religion in general. Jebara approaches the Qur’an as a true subject for biography, no less so than its prophet. “The Qur’an,” he writes, “was not a book per se or any other kind of physical object, but rather an unfolding experience—its own unique category of living being.” This living Qur’an both slumbers and cries out, and the author takes special care to identify the Qur’an’s silences: periods of weeks or months during which no revelations occurred, followed by short bursts of verbiage or lengthy outpourings. For Jebara, the living Qur’an’s voice also changes and adapts to new situations. “No longer soothing pain or addressing doubts, the Qur’an spoke in the voice of a praising mentor,” he writes at one point. Throughout, Jebara shows how the Qur’an is more than a static sacred text. It is a lively entity with personality and agency, and one only fully understood in its historical context. The author delves into such diverse topics as linguistics and the Jewish diaspora in the Middle East to set the stage for readers’ historical journey. Finally, Jebara reflects on the Qur’an’s place in modern Islam. “The words of the Qur’an are omnipresent—yet its spirit lies dormant,” he writes. Despite the challenges this sacred text faces in modern society, Jebara is optimistic: “The critics…have it backward: The Qur’an is not the source of the Muslim world’s problems, but its untapped solution.”
 Appropriately epic and consistently erudite, yet accessible for lay readers. 
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YOU GET WHAT YOU PAY FOR
ESSAYS
 As Parker writes, “Words are ductile, delicate, and loaded like that.” Never more so than in her capable hands. 




An acclaimed Black poet examines the state of her soul through the lens of race.
Parker, the author of Magical Negro, winner of the National Book Critics Circle Award for Poetry, is good at snappy titles, clever formulations, and bitter humor, all of which are on display in these provocative and personal reflections, structured as a kind of symphony of themes and metaphors. One of the central images is the slave ship, which features in essays with titles like “Everything Is a Slave Ship: Rupture” and “Strategies for Boat Repair: A Guide to Reparations.” Positing that “a Black person can access the feeling of an ancestor if the conditions are so constant and familiar,” the author describes a personal feeling of being below deck on a slave ship when paying taxes, having sex with a white man, or “reading poems about dead Black people to an all-white crowd in August 2014, after the police gunned down three in one week, on a wood plank stage in a makeshift basement bar.” Elsewhere, Parker analyzes the term African-American, its “hallowed hyphen, bridging Before and After, redistricting Myth and Fact, as transitive as the slave ship and as stagnant.” One particular suggestion for reparations is “free therapy.” The author has had plenty of the not-free kind, and she details sessions with a series of therapists dating back to her college days in New York. Named, she reveals, after a supporting character on The Cosby Show, she attended the Bill Cosby trial and wondered if we couldn’t “burn the man and keep the culture.” Her unhappy single state is another theme: “I’m a poet who has never experienced true romantic love; I believe this is an American tragedy.”
 As Parker writes, “Words are ductile, delicate, and loaded like that.” Never more so than in her capable hands. 
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I SURVIVED CAPITALISM AND ALL I GOT WAS THIS LOUSY T-SHIRT
EVERYTHING I WISH I NEVER HAD TO LEARN ABOUT MONEY
 Move on, Jim Cramer. Here’s the real deal—smart, undaunted, and eminently wise. 




A vivid account of the many challenges millennials face while trying to make it in an unforgiving economy.
Pendleton opens her illuminating book with a tragedy: the suicide of a boyfriend who was suffering from the torments of money trouble and could see no way out of it. “That day,” she writes, “I learned a horrible lesson: capitalism is a matter of life and death. The stakes are high, and if you lose, it might come for you in ways you’d never expect.” As the author notes, the economic landscape could be characterized as dog-eat-dog, except that dogs are more cooperative and better socialized than all that. Exhibit A is a photographer the author worked for who effectively bilked her out of a quarter of her paycheck; fortunately, she jumped studios to work for another photographer who was far more honest. This story leads to a sobering observation for the corporation-haters in the crowd: “Businesses are not intrinsically any more ethical just because they are small. If anything, data shows they tend to be less ethical overall.” Pendleton, like so many of her generation, trained hard for life in the economic doldrums, growing up poor in Fresno, California (“one of the poorest cities in the country”), and entering the workforce just in time for the Great Recession. A punk rock ethos also helped the author cultivate a mutual-aid, fight-the-power outlook on life, which plays out in both her personal story and in the short chapters of enumerated points of advice on things like what a credit score means and how to navigate workplace relationships (“Remember that your coworkers are not your friends”). All of this is extremely helpful to those who, like Pendleton, would otherwise have to figure it out for themselves.
 Move on, Jim Cramer. Here’s the real deal—smart, undaunted, and eminently wise. 
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TRUE BELIEVER
HUBERT HUMPHREY'S QUEST FOR A MORE JUST AMERICA
 An astute analysis of one of the last New Dealers. 




A welcome resurrection of the life of an often-forgotten but significant political figure.
Veteran journalist Traub, author of What Was Liberalism? and The Freedom Agenda, delivers a memorable, admiring portrait of Hubert Humphrey (1911-1978). Son of a small-town South Dakota pharmacist, Humphrey graduated high school as the class valedictorian. After dropping out of college during the Depression, he returned a few years later to complete three years of classwork in two years. He also worked in a drug store to support himself and his family, and he graduated Phi Beta Kappa and summa cum laude from the University of Minnesota. In graduate school, thesis advisers extolled his intelligence, enthusiasm, and charisma and suggested that politics would be a better fit than academia. He became a rising force in the Democratic Party, and in 1945, he “became the youngest person ever elected as mayor of Minneapolis.” He made headlines during the 1948 Democratic National Convention, fighting successfully to substitute a strong civil rights plank for the usual platitudes. President Harry Truman tried to discourage this approach; southerners hated it and formed the Dixiecrat Party, which, pundits agreed, guaranteed Truman’s defeat. Traub agrees with most scholars that Humphrey’s effort helped in the north more than it hurt in the south. Elected senator by a landslide in 1948, he proposed many liberal reforms. Working with his mentor Lyndon Johnson, he was able to pass some of them. Yearning for the presidency, Humphrey worked hard to become vice president as a means of obtaining the funds, nationwide organization, and visibility necessary for a campaign. Assuming the vice presidency in 1964, he was marginalized, exerting little influence over the U.S.’s disastrous involvement in Vietnam. Concluding this highly readable biography, Traub suggests that it was not rising conservatism but the antiwar movement that assured Humphrey’s defeat in 1968.
 An astute analysis of one of the last New Dealers. 
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EVERYONE WHO IS GONE IS HERE
THE UNITED STATES, CENTRAL AMERICA, AND THE MAKING OF A CRISIS
 A sobering, well-reported history in which no one emerges a winner. 




A New Yorker staff writer examines the tragedy of Central America against the backdrop of U.S. immigration policy.
From the beginning, the U.S. has meddled in the affairs of Central America’s nations, some of them autocracies. This tinkering, particularly in the Reagan years, led to murder, civil war, and, decades later, a stream of migrants desperate to flee rampant poverty and violence. “For more than a century, the U.S. has devised one policy after another to keep people out of the country,” writes Blitzer. “For more than a century, it has failed.” Jimmy Carter continued Reagan’s oppressive foreign policy to such an extent that Salvadoran government torturers called one technique “the Carter,” and Barack Obama kept many of George W. Bush’s brutal policies in place. Even as American politicians wrestled with developing a comprehensive immigration policy with paths to citizenship, Central Americans continued to enter the U.S., many to be lost to gang violence. “By the early 1990s,” writes the author, “gang-related killing accounted for more than a third of all homicides in Los Angeles County.” After deportation, gang members and their victims alike became raw meat in the violence that continued to envelop El Salvador and Honduras. In the former country, the MS-13 gang, feared in immigrant communities in the U.S. just as much as back home, killed 87 people in just 72 hours, while a government crackdown reiterated the vicious suppression of the civil war years. Meanwhile, conditions on the U.S.–Mexico border have worsened as thousands of Central Americans clamor to enter the U.S., braving diversion tactics that have included separating children from their families and placing adults in conditions that resemble concentration camps. It’s a sorrowful yet urgent topic, and Blitzer navigates it with both journalistic rigor and compassion.
 A sobering, well-reported history in which no one emerges a winner. 
Pub Date: Jan. 30, 2024
ISBN: 9781984880802
Page Count: 544
Publisher: Penguin Press
Review Posted Online: Nov. 7, 2023
Kirkus Reviews Issue: Dec. 15, 2023

Categories:


 CURRENT EVENTS & SOCIAL ISSUES |  UNITED STATES |  U.S. GOVERNMENT |  WORLD |  PUBLIC POLICY |  ETHNICITY & RACE |  POLITICS |  ISSUES & CONTROVERSIES






















HERE AFTER
A MEMOIR
 A beautifully visceral and emotionally intimate depiction of young widowhood. 




A debut memoir about all-consuming grief.
During the Covid-19 pandemic, Lin’s husband, Kurtis, died suddenly while participating in a virtual half-marathon, with no identifiable cause of death. In this powerful exploration, the author poignantly translates the depths of her grief, its steady beat of pain, and its ever attendant tears. While navigating her husband’s cremation and memorial, Lin also learned that she was facing her own threatening health condition. Thus, during the early days of her widowhood, she had to deal with her own treatments and recovery. She recounts this time period in short, deceptively simple sections, laying bare the searing emotion and absurd logistics that filled the days, months, and years that followed her husband’s death. The author masterfully intertwines these sections with vignettes depicting her life and relationship with Kurtis, from their first dates through mundane meal prep during marriage. These scenes also are open and stripped down, arguably as tender as the passages about grief, exposing an abiding, all-absorbing love. “Everyone is so afraid of grief,” writes Lin, “and this fear is dangerous to the grieving.” While this text does not remove that fear—indeed, it may compound readers’ discomfort by making the blistering agony of another person’s loss so unavoidable—it does reveal the danger of not holding space for the bereaved. In allowing herself to sit in both the sadness and the beauty of her love story, and inviting readers into her isolation, Lin stakes a claim on empathy that is not about regaining strength and moving on, but rather about merely surviving by opening a window that prevents acute grief from exploding. As the author navigates the wake of her inexplicable loss, readers will be both humbled by and grateful for the way she brings us into her world.
 A beautifully visceral and emotionally intimate depiction of young widowhood. 
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THE NEW YORK GAME
BASEBALL AND THE RISE OF A NEW CITY
 An exemplary sports book. 




A brilliant writer makes a convincing case that New York City is, and always has been, the center of the baseball universe.
The concept of this book—the intertwined history of baseball in New York City from its origins to the mid-1940s—seems overly ambitious. Yet Harper’s contributing editor Baker, author of The Fall of a Great American City and America the Ingenious, is more than equal to the task, delivering a remarkably entertaining mixture of sports and social history. “For the last two centuries,” he writes in the first chapter, “the game’s trajectory has followed the city’s many rises and declines, its booms and its busts, its follies and its tragedies.” Baker, who co-authored the Reggie Jackson memoir Becoming Mr. October, lays waste to several origin myths about baseball and provides a wealth of well-researched material. He chronicles the evolution of the layout of the field and rules of the game, traces the organization of New York’s baseball clubs, and provides fascinating detail about the professionalization of the game by a host of characters both admirable and detestable. (His history of the formation of the National League is excellent.) From Babe Ruth in the buff to the Miracle of Coogan’s Bluff, Baker combines top-shelf historical scholarship with the literary panache that marks the best sports writing, yielding a narrative gem that’s fast-paced, intricate, and consistently engaging. As implausible as it might seem, given the length and breadth of the book, readers will be left hoping that Baker is hard at work on a sequel to guide them through the upheaval of the Giants and Dodgers leaving New York, George Steinbrenner’s Yankees, and the story of the Mets. Until then, savor this massively impressive book by a talented author who is clearly in love with his subject.
 An exemplary sports book. 
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SAYS WHO?
A KINDER, FUNNER USAGE GUIDE FOR EVERYONE WHO CARES ABOUT WORDS
 As a guide through the labyrinth of language, Curzan provides a road map that makes for an enjoyable, informative journey. 




A leading specialist in communication romps through the debates around the proper, improper, and colorful use of language.
Curzan, a professor of English language, literature, linguistics, and education, knows enough about the rules of language to make fun of them when appropriate (look no further than the word funner in the subtitle). She acknowledges that she, like many other people concerned with language, is constantly fighting a psychological battle. One side is the “grammando,” who wants to correct the technical mistakes of others; the other is the “wordie,” delighting in the ever evolving landscape of language. With this in mind, the author happily dives into a host of current issues, including the conversion of nouns to verbs, double negatives, gender-neutral titles, the difference between less and fewer, and when to take literally literally. Many of these issues are the subject of heated discussion within the lexicographic community, but that’s nothing compared to the arguments over commas, colons and semicolons, and—Curzan’s personal favorite—dashes. Linguistically speaking, it’s a jungle out there. Along the way, the author looks at the best ways to use conjunctions to start a sentence and prepositions to end them, as well as the changing status of apostrophes. With interesting anecdotes and examples, she largely comes down on the “wordie” side, noting that strict adherence to the rules of grammar can often end in a clumsy mess. Better, she advises, to look for clear and fair-minded communication, with writing that is stylistically pleasing and honest. “And there are lots of ways to use language effectively, far beyond what we may have learned as ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ in school,” she writes. It’s a suitable conclusion to a book that is, in a word, fun.
 As a guide through the labyrinth of language, Curzan provides a road map that makes for an enjoyable, informative journey. 
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THE ANCIENT ART OF THINKING FOR YOURSELF
THE POWER OF RHETORIC IN POLARIZED TIMES
 Required reading for any thinking person. 




A scholar of rhetoric makes the case that reviving the teaching of rhetoric and language can help bridge our destructive political and social divide.
Reames, a professor of English at the University of Illinois–Chicago, breathes life into the study and technique of rhetoric, specifically why words are selected and how they can be used to change one’s thinking about delving below the surface of ideology in order to yield more civil and productive interaction. The author aptly demonstrates her expertise about the development of rhetoric in Athenian democracy, especially how the Sophists cleverly exploited language to manipulate public opinion, and she compares and contrasts the rhetorical strategies of Greek demagogues such as Gorgias and Alcibiades to modern-day use and abuse of language by politicians and public figures. Reames also poignantly leans on her own difficult and frustrating rhetorical relationship with her late father to illustrate how ideological assumptions and an unwillingness or inability to break free from our own “hermeneutic circles” can establish and deepen division and misunderstanding, a story that’s painfully relatable. The history of rhetoric that the author presents is fascinating, and the parallels she draws to the modern world are sharp and sprinkled with both bluntness and wit. Reames concludes the book with several practical and useful tips for thinking rhetorically in such a contentious era. Unfortunately, the people who most need to read this book—political and media demagogues, fearmongers, and keyboard warriors who amplify our polarized society—probably won’t. Even if they did, it’s difficult to say if they would heed the author’s advice or double down on their sophistry. Nonetheless, the rest of us should seriously consider the wisdom Reames offers, eschew the comfort of ideological reinforcement that she outlines, and, most importantly, think for ourselves by holding our beliefs to rigorous questioning.
 Required reading for any thinking person. 
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SPINOZA
FREEDOM'S MESSIAH
 An elegant, relevant biography of a vital thinker. 




A fresh biography of one of the leading lights of the Enlightenment, whose views on rational thinking and secularization still resonate.
In this illuminating exploration of the life and work of Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677), Dutch writer and historian Buruma fashions a well-articulated argument for revisiting the seminal philosopher’s works on ethics, politics, and religion. Spinoza was born into a devout Sephardic family in Amsterdam during the Dutch Golden Age, when many religions were tolerated but the dominant views were Calvinist. Early on, he enthusiastically imbibed the freethinking ideas in the city, learned Latin, communed with Mennonite friends who were reading Descartes, and espoused radical ideas about the nature of God. In 1656, the synagogue issued a herem, or ban, against him, essentially ostracizing him from the Jewish faith. Reliant upon his wealthy friends, he worked as a teacher and lens grinder in Rijnsburg, a village outside Leiden. Buruma looks closely at Spinoza’s central radical notion of God. “What he had done was something very few of his contemporaries could follow, for he had severed God from any transcendence,” writes the author. “Since God is self-causing, infinite, and eternal, God cannot by definition stand outside the world, any more than nature can. The entire universe is God.” Spinoza was a strong supporter of democracy, an “enemy of dogma,” and a believer in universal rationalism, above all else, serving as the inspiration for Enlightened philosophers in the next centuries. Cautious at a time of political and religious instability, he barred publication of his significant text Ethics and other works until after his death. Buruma also examines how, despite their divergent views, people from the English Romantics to Marx and Einstein later claimed to be Spinozists, and why his views on freedom of thought are still important.
 An elegant, relevant biography of a vital thinker. 
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INFECTIOUS GENEROSITY
THE ULTIMATE IDEA WORTH SPREADING
 A joyful road map away from a polarized, selfish society to the hopeful, humane place where we should be. 




An inspiring, timely book about ways to bring out the best in people rather than focusing on the worst.
We are living in an age of monetized anger, writes Anderson, who’s helped launch more than 100 magazines. If we don’t change course soon, the disease will be terminal. Thankfully, the author offers a remarkably straightforward remedy: Think less about commerce and more about simple, grassroots generosity. As the head of the TED organization, Anderson has lived the idea, bringing interesting and useful ideas to millions of people for free. In this uplifting book, the author examines how social media has become a maze of algorithms designed to glue people to screens in a fog of simmering resentment, unwilling to even talk to strangers, let alone help them. Yet signs of change do exist, and Anderson recounts stories of people acting generously—the hairdresser who started to give free cuts to homeless people or the anonymous donors who distributed substantial grants to help good causes. Video records of these incidents and many similar ones were circulated online; in numerous cases, people who watched them were inspired to become generous themselves, volunteering at or making a donation to a worthy organization. Anderson sees this pattern as proof that social media can be a positive force—and that many people want to be generous. He cites research showing that those who perform real-world generous acts are happier than self-centered people who live online. “Whether our collective future is a good one or not depends largely on whether the majority of people give more to the world than they take from it,” he writes, continuing, “Generosity is a key ingredient for a contented life.” 
 A joyful road map away from a polarized, selfish society to the hopeful, humane place where we should be. 
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BLESS THE BLOOD
A CANCER MEMOIR
 Shatters mirrors and windows to reveal the jagged shards of self-determination: “gently volatile” and absolutely crucial. 




A young Black nonbinary activist copes with the enormity of a cancer diagnosis and medical racism, while facing the deep pain and deep love of the life they’re trying to save.
Upon being diagnosed with leukemia at 23, Nehanda embarked on a devastatingly steep learning curve about the cancer poisoning their blood and the pieces of their life and self that cancer had thrown into stark relief. Nehanda swiftly found that the casual bigotry, emotional abuse, and neglect they’d dealt with all their life were potently envenomed by ableism and might together kill them faster than the disease ravaging their body. Yet, as their struggles connected Nehanda more deeply to elders and ancestors, they were able to dig through the detritus of others’ expectations and harms and connect with themself as well. Told in a collection of poems and short essays, the book opens with warnings that readers won’t find a John Green novel in its pages and that the author-narrator will fail readers’ expectations—ghoulish and inspirational alike. Nehanda infuses queer Black disabled resilience and wretchedness into a poetic sinew that stretches, tears, and heals again and again, unspooling the mundane trauma of trying to survive as Black, fat, queer, trans, and disabled despite (and to spite) systems built to hasten their erasure. This memoir is kindred intersectional storytelling that searingly responds to Audre Lorde’s call in The Cancer Journals.
 Shatters mirrors and windows to reveal the jagged shards of self-determination: “gently volatile” and absolutely crucial. (writer’s note, reading list) (Memoir/poetry. 14-adult)
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BLACK GIRL YOU ARE ATLAS
 A compelling ode to self-resurrection and Black sisterhood that finds much-needed light in the world’s darkness. 




Two acclaimed, award-winning creators team up to present this moving, introspective poetry collection celebrating the possibilities of Black girlhood complemented by atmospheric mixed-media illustrations.
Showcasing varied poetic forms such as free verse and tanka, Watson reflects on coming of age as a Black girl in a society that habitually flattens Black experiences into easily digestible stereotypes. The opening poem, “Where I’m From,” is inspired by the work of Puerto Rican writer Willie Perdomo, and it peels back the layers of Watson’s identity, creating a harmonious alchemy of personal and cultural history that incorporates familiar touchstones and inheritances like “east coast hip-hop and island tradition.” Themes of resilience and perseverance are interwoven throughout, exploring how Black girls’ existence is often a testament to survival. Some poems contemplate the trauma that results from systemic racism and misogynoir; “A Pantoum for Breonna Taylor” notes how white supremacy weaponizes the basic necessity of rest: “Breonna, who reminded us that Black women / are not even safe in our sleep.” But Watson doesn’t dwell in despair; she finds safety in the healing power of love. Other poems, including “Lessons on Being a Sky Walker,” are rallying cries, encouraging Black girls to honor their roots and cherish their versatility. Watson’s reconstructions of childhood delights and teenage wounds examine the collision of race, gender, and class. Holmes’ tender, vibrant art enhances the poems. 
 A compelling ode to self-resurrection and Black sisterhood that finds much-needed light in the world’s darkness. (Poetry. 12-18)
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DEAD THINGS ARE CLOSER THAN THEY APPEAR
 A thrilling, moving, and fantastical apocalyptic novel that readers won’t want to put down. 




When someone releases long-suppressed magic in her small town, Sid fights zombies to find her missing brother.
Seventeen-year-old Sid Spencer feels like she’ll always be a sidekick, never the main character. After growing up in Wellsie as a Korean adoptee with white parents (she and her Korean adopted brother, Matty, comprise half the town’s Asian population), she feels like a nobody. Wellsie is built on a fault line where “lingering energy manifests” as rainbowlike ghosts, drawing tourists. But when the fault line is ruptured, the released magic creates a zombie apocalypse, and Matty goes missing. His friend Brian reveals to Sid that they are Guardians, the magical chosen few who protect the fault line. Now Matty’s running from a magic-hungry killer, and Sid’s determined to find him. Joining Brian and the other Guardians, she ventures into an overgrown forest filled with the undead—and an armed man and his gang who want to release all the magic. While struggling with regular teenage issues like friendships and crushes, Sid must find a way to survive this new, earth-shattering reality and save her loved ones. This dark debut is a pitch-perfect balance of fantasy, horror, humor, and romance. The story is well paced, with action and suspense interspersed with quiet moments of raw emotion and human connection. The thoughtfully developed characters grapple with issues of race, insecurities, self-absorption, isolation, connection, family, loss, grief, and empathy.
 A thrilling, moving, and fantastical apocalyptic novel that readers won’t want to put down. (Fantasy. 14-18)
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BRIGHT RED FRUIT
 A stunning work that deeply explores poetry, the complexities of identity, and the longing for love. 




A teen poet in Washington, D.C., becomes entangled with an older man as she tries to break free from her mother’s expectations. 
Sixteen-year-old Sudanese American Samira Abdullahi has long had a tarnished reputation within her ever watchful community. She continually challenges her strict mother’s rules, yearning for the freedom to express herself: “i want the world, / all of it, & it is on the other side / of our front door, outside my mother’s / house &, it seems, outside my mother’s love.” Samira’s defiance leads to her being grounded for the summer, save for the poetry workshop her aunt already paid for. Bored, she connects with Horus on an online poetry forum; he initially appears kind and attentive, providing the affection she craves—but over time, his controlling tendencies surface, and Samira neglects her other relationships. Through the poetry workshop, however, Samira forms new connections, discovers her own identity as a poet, and finally sees Horus clearly. Elhillo masterfully portrays the universal theme of naïve first romance, including the potential for exploitation in moments of vulnerability, through the perspective of a girl who’s grounded in the Sudanese diaspora. Notably, the intricate relationship between Samira and her mother is authentic, highlighting the complex connections between immigrant mothers and their daughters. The poems eloquently convey Samira’s experiences, making the novel relatable to readers whether or not they’ve faced similar challenges. 
 A stunning work that deeply explores poetry, the complexities of identity, and the longing for love. (Verse fiction. 13-18)
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PANGU'S SHADOW
 Hard to put down: a strongly written work that pulls no punches while providing much-needed representation. 




Two teen girls accused of murdering their boss will be sent to their moon’s penal colony unless they can find the real killer.
Seventeen-year-old Aryl Fielding’s true passion is dance, but her coveted research apprenticeship at the Institute for Natural Exploration honors her parents’ sacrifices as immigrants from agricultural G-Moon Two to affluent G-Moon One. Sixteen-year-old black-haired and olive-skinned Ver Yun left her industrially ravaged home of G-Moon Three to apprentice at the lab so she could search for a cure for the degenerative disease that has left her disabled. Aryl, who has “bronze skin and mahogany ringlets,” sees Ver as an opportunistic know-it-all; Ver thinks Aryl is a slacker who skates by on her intimidating physical superiority. When Investigator Cal Eppi, the girls’ supervisor, is murdered, the police automatically charge them, the immigrant offworlders. With only days left until their trial, they move from mutual distrust to working together. As their rivalry turns to romance, they take on powerful people who are hiding big secrets. This dual-perspective tale maintains a vivid connection to each narrator’s voice while keeping up an exciting pace and unfurling a satisfying mystery. The portrayals of queer people, immigrant families, and those living with chronic pain and disability are well executed in this work, which is set in a world infused with Asian cultural elements.
 Hard to put down: a strongly written work that pulls no punches while providing much-needed representation. (author’s note, discussion questions) (Science fiction mystery. 13-18)
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A TEMPEST OF TEA
 From the Blood and Tea series , Vol. 1 
 Crowd-pleasing fun laced with political fire: a winner. 




Bestselling author Faizal returns to the universe of We Hunt the Flame (2019) with a stand-alone duology opener.
Orphaned Arthie, brown-skinned with mauve hair, has created a criminal empire out of sheer pluck despite being Ceylani in Ettenia, where laws favor white people. She pulled legendary pistol Calibore from a stone plinth (though the prophecy that doing so would make her the nation’s leader turned out to be a hoax). She’s also built Spindrift, a teahouse-cum-bloodhouse, where she gathers secrets from wealthy humans and vampires, amassing power and security. Now Arthie has her sights set on vengeance—and the Ram, Ettenia’s masked monarch. When she and Jin, her brother-by-choice (who’s cued East Asian), are drawn into a heist, they assemble a diverse crew of immigrants whose roles riff on genre archetypes. The lush prose pulses with feeling as revelations are dropped and the tension ratchets up, keeping the pages turning as the motley gang plans to infiltrate a vampire society, retrieve a stolen ledger, and double-cross one of the Ram’s guards (who might be planning to double-cross them). Their ultimate goal: taking down the colonizing Ettenians and the exploitative East Jeevant Company. It’s all very exciting right up to the action-packed finale, which promises more conspiracy and (hopefully) justice to come. This compelling read offers interesting commentary on our society while feeling entirely real within the context of its own worldbuilding.
 Crowd-pleasing fun laced with political fire: a winner. (map) (Fantasy. 13-18)
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FOR THE STOLEN FATES
 From the In the City of Time series , Vol. 2 
 A fantastically woven, intelligent story with real gems of characters. 




To save Earth, Willa must protect the editbook introduced in the Ink, Iron, and Glass series.
Though this is a duology closer to In the City of Time (2022), fans of Clare’s previous books will find in it a continuation of beloved characters. The third-person narration focuses mostly on time-traveling transgender cyborg Willa, biracial Tunisian Muslim Faraz, and thwarted villain Aris (the older brother of earlier hero Leo), who’s on a redemption arc. Willa and nonbinary android Saudade are back in 1891 Italy in order to prevent whatever caused the cataclysm, and their first step is acquiring Elsa’s powerful editbook. But after everything they’ve been through, Elsa and company aren’t about to give up custody of it. The time-travel related timeline manipulations are expertly plotted, and the flashback placements of Aris skillfully reveal the depths of his motivations and traumas. Aris and Leo’s storyline includes Pasca, their disabled brother, who emerges as a fully fleshed out personality in his own right, deepening the brothers’ tangled relationship. An interesting parallel between Aris and Willa regarding vulnerability, which gives both characters emotional resonance, enhances rather than distracts from the narrative tension as Willa and Saudade get ever closer to finding out who caused the cataclysm and how to prevent it. Willa’s romantic story arc includes a longing to get back to Riley and Jaideep, with positive representation of both queer and polyamorous relationships. 
 A fantastically woven, intelligent story with real gems of characters. (Science fantasy. 12-adult)
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A FLICKER OF HOPE
A STORY OF MIGRATION
 A beautiful story about cycles and traditions that shines a light on migration. 




Like the monarch butterfly, Lucía’s father migrates according to the seasons, retracing the steps of his ancestors. 
Springtime means a journey north for Papá and for the monarch butterflies that flit around their garden in Michoacán, Mexico. Soothing a tearful Lucía, Papá tells her he’ll return when the weather cools and their “winged ancestors” lead him home. This heartwarming story connects butterfly and human migration and shows how both are natural and part of deep-rooted life patterns. Monarch butterflies follow the same migratory route as previous generations; Lucía’s father, a migrant laborer, journeys north in search of work, following the harvests just as his ancestors did. Though Lucía stays behind, her life also follows the cycles of seasons. While her father is gone, she learns to weave ocoxal-leaf baskets from her mother and grandmother, using the same technique as previous generations. With autumn’s return comes Día de los Muertos, and Lucía welcomes back her father, along with the monarchs. The prose is simple yet elegant; the love between Lucía and her father reverberates deeply through subtle echoes such as the detail of the ocoxal hat Papá wears in the fields. The digitally finished watercolor, colored pencil, and crayon illustrations are richly textured and engrossing, with line- and brushstrokes enhancing the emotion. The characters have brown skin.
 A beautiful story about cycles and traditions that shines a light on migration. (glossary, author’s note, how can we help?) (Picture book. 4-8)
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JAM, TOO?
 A fantastic book-jam that delights the ear just as much as the eye. 




A cumulative story with rhythm, rhyme, and a bopping bunch of percussionists.
Nearly every day, a brown-skinned man carries a conga drum across the street and plays on the beach where all can hear: “pat-a-pat-a, pat-pat.” The young narrator, who has brown skin and curly brown hair, longs to join in, but without an instrument, this seems impossible. As the narrator watches from across the street, a skateboarding djembe drummer asks to join in, followed by a woman with a shekere, a man with zills, a biking couple with maracas, and an adult and child with bongos. Each percussion instrument has its own onomatopoeic sound that undulates across the pages as the beat variations grow. Unable to resist any longer, the narrator shyly asks, “Can I jam, too?” The way the protagonist joins in changes everything. In Alcántara’s richly colorful illustrations, the blues of sky and ocean, the tan sand, and the lush, green land remain constant while the musicians add as much color as they do sound, illustrating the amazing way that making music can bring people together and create community. Alcántara effectively captures the diversity of the characters in this African diasporic setting, illustrating various skin tones, hair styles and textures, clothing styles, fabric patterns, and more. With nearly singable text, this tale beckons readers to move.
 A fantastic book-jam that delights the ear just as much as the eye. (Picture book. 4-7)

Pub Date: Feb. 20, 2024
ISBN: 9780593323762
Page Count: 32
Publisher: Nancy Paulsen Books
Review Posted Online: Nov. 18, 2023
Kirkus Reviews Issue: Dec. 15, 2023

Categories:


 CHILDREN'S ENTERTAINMENT & SPORTS






















ELIJAH'S EASTER SUIT
 A wonderful story of a tradition as unforgettable as the fabulous titular suit. 




If you can’t find what you want, make it.
Elijah, a young Black child, attends Third Avenue Church, where the two rules of Easter are “show up” and “look good.” Last year, Mother Green’s “hat the size of Saturn” earned a shoutout from Reverend White; the year before, it was Deacon Brown’s head-to-toe red getup. Hoping to be the first kid ever to earn the preacher’s Easter kudos, Elijah tries hard to find the right outfit. But nothing seems right. Mother Green and Deacon Brown tell Elijah that when laws prevented African Americans from shopping in stores, they repurposed family clothes to make new ones; knowing where “every stitch of cloth came from” made it special. Deacon Brown reminds Elijah that Easter isn’t about competition but about honoring history. Elijah goes home and gathers fabrics that hold fond memories to create his Easter suit. Jackson’s culturally rich text, which rhymes at key moments, and Boateng’s vibrant images—particularly of the textured patterned of clothing—make for a delightful and entertaining read. From character names to illustrations depicting each person with a unique physique and style, these creators’ attention to detail is notable. The backmatter explores the role of slavery and the post–Civil War era to explain why Easter ensembles have historically been so important in the Black community.
 A wonderful story of a tradition as unforgettable as the fabulous titular suit. (Picture book. 3-7)
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IS THIS A HOUSE FOR HERMIT CRAB?
 A fresh, welcome return for a time-tested tale. 




After 30-plus years, McDonald’s acclaimed first title gets bright new illustrations in this reissue.
A hermit crab that’s outgrown his shell seeks a suitable replacement onshore—he needs to stay safe from porcupine fish. His investigations lead him from a too-heavy rock to a too-noisy tin can and on to driftwood (too dark), a plastic pail (too deep), and a burrow (too crowded). After rejecting a fishing net (“too many holes”), the hermit crab is swept out to sea, where a porcupine fish sets its sights on him. The crab races over to a sea snail, whose shell proves empty. Hermit Crab climbs inside, and the porcupine fish swims off. McDonald’s tale sparkles as brightly as ever, with patterned repetition perfect for both group and one-to-one sharing. A former children’s librarian, she helps young children identify with the tiny crab’s quest for safety and independence while tacitly acknowledging that they might know more about the inefficacy of the creature’s test homes. (Driftwood isn’t just dark inside; it floats. And a net’s more hole than not.) Tillotson’s vibrant mixed-media illustrations ramp up the drama early, with the porcupine fish looming offshore as Hermit Crab begins his search. The quest unfolds through double-page spreads, and it all comes to a satisfying resolution, with Hermit Crab in a new home that fits “just right.” Up-to-date facts on hermit crabs and resources are appended.
 A fresh, welcome return for a time-tested tale. (author’s note) (Picture book. 4-8)
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THE OBSERVOLOGIST
A HANDBOOK FOR MOUNTING VERY SMALL SCIENTIFIC EXPEDITIONS
 A charming work sure to spark a lifelong habit of looking closely at the natural world. 




What can you see right under your nose?
In this engaging guide, Clarkson invites young readers to pay attention to the small things around them. Drawing her audience of potential naturalists in with wonderfully humorous cartoon drawings and carefully chosen examples, she addresses them directly. Her handbook has the appearance of a journal, interspersed with sketches and text in a font that resembles handwriting. After an overview on “observology” (the study of looking) and suggestions on honing the powers of observation, she organizes her remaining four chapters by easily accessible locations (“a damp corner,” “pavement,” “a weedy patch,” and “behind the curtains”). She describes what might be seen and suggests some methodology. Most of her discoveries, from slugs to butterflies, will be familiar to North Americans, although this book was first published in New Zealand. She provides instructions for convincing a fly to go outside, sneaking up on a bug, relocating a spider, and even collecting one’s finds (suitably discarded or dead). Clarkson notes that drawing helps one notice small details—indeed, this title was inspired by her own experiences, and several illustrations are based on her photos. The text is full of information and the presentation immensely appealing; this book will have readers sharpening their senses in no time. 
 A charming work sure to spark a lifelong habit of looking closely at the natural world. (index) (Nonfiction. 8-12)
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THE PARTITION PROJECT
 Powerful and timely. 




Borders and roots take on new meaning in this coming-of-age story. 
Pakistani American seventh grader Mahnoor Raheem, an aspiring journalist, and Talha, her older brother, are instructed by Abba to greet their grandmother with “happy faces”—Dadi is leaving Lahore to live with them in Sugar Land, Texas. But smiling is hard for Maha. She’s had to give up her bedroom for Dadi and move into the attic, and she even has to take care of her after school. She’s excited about media studies, her new elective, but even that goes awry when they’re assigned to make documentary films, something Maha believes isn’t real journalism. Meanwhile, she meets Ahmad, a new student from Pakistan, and her best friend, Kim Hoang, unsuccessfully tries to interest her in their book report project. But she’s immersed in conversations with Dadi about the Partition, something Maha knew nothing about. The Partition forced Dadi to leave her home in the Punjab and settle as a refugee in the newly created Pakistan. Replete with food-related memories, heart-wrenching stories, and warm tales of friendship, this is a riveting read. Maha confronts her own prejudices about the value of stories and what constitutes newsworthiness. In the process, she personally unravels her history and heritage (in ways that resonate with her American classmates who are also made to feel that they look like they’re “‘from somewhere else’”) and forges a new understanding of herself and her relationships.
 Powerful and timely. (author’s note) (Fiction. 9-14)
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EOWULF
OF MONSTERS & MIDDLE SCHOOL
 From the Eowulf series , Vol. 1 
 A pitch-perfect tale of friendship and fantastical foes. 




The lines between friends and enemies blur for a young descendant of Beowulf when monsters threaten her New Jersey town.
In this graphic novel spinoff from Cavallaro’s Nico Bravo series, red-haired monster hunter Eowulf Wegmund loves battling mystical foes in real life as well as participating in role-playing games with her friends. After seeing aloof Amadeus Hornburg being bullied at school, she befriends him. Her parents warn her against hanging out with a Hornburg, and her gaming squad, who dislike him, are equally displeased. Eowulf feels like everyone is keeping secrets from her, but her anxiety must go on a back burner when rampaging monsters descend upon her quiet, suburban town. With her trusty sentient sword, Roger, she plunges into battle—only to find the battle lines blurry: Whom can she really trust? This new series hits a masterful note in its complex symphony of tween angst; Eowulf knows that something is amiss, and watching her forge ahead with candor and impulsivity makes her a compulsively relatable and endearing hero. Vivid, kinetic illustrations propel the adept plotting, and the coloring by Yeom makes the exciting battles positively blaze on the page. Nico Bravo aficionados will be pleased with winking nods to the trilogy throughout, and the clever, cliffhanging epilogue will certainly hook all readers. Eowulf reads white; there is racial diversity throughout the supporting cast. 
 A pitch-perfect tale of friendship and fantastical foes. (Graphic fantasy. 8-12)
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LITTLE SISTERS
 Start with imagination, add a sprinkle of mischief, and stir for pure joy! 




What would life be like with a younger sibling?
A young girl imagines life with a little sister, who “would be just like me, only smaller.” As the girl’s imagination grows, a little sister appears, and the two build towers, play hide-and-seek, jump on the sofa, and share a sweet treat. Magically, more little sisters appear, like the brooms in “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice,” until a multitude of them are snuggling together and a whole line of little sisters are wiggling away. But then they all disappear, and the child is alone. Nevertheless, she finds happiness in her family just the way it is. Translated from French, Miura’s delightful prose is simple yet earnest, leaving ample space for well-crafted, spare illustrations. Miura wields white space to give the girl room for her imagination to expand. Little by little, the sisters conquer that space until they fill the page—literally and metaphorically—as they wildly splash paint all over a blank canvas. The perspective stays distant until Miura zooms in on the protagonist’s joyful expression as she dreams of having droves of playmates. Young readers anticipating, even hoping for, siblings will delight in all the ways these sisters play with and enjoy each other. All the siblings have skin the white of the page, pink cheeks, and short dark hair.
 Start with imagination, add a sprinkle of mischief, and stir for pure joy! (Picture book. 2-5)
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BUGS
A SKITTERY, JITTERY HISTORY
 Aspiring entomologists, paleontologists, and artists won’t want to miss this one. 




An information-packed survey of creepy-crawlies and how they came to flourish.
Almost every ecosystem on Earth needs bugs: for cleanup, for pollination, and as essential parts of the food chain. But what is a bug? And why are there so many (more than 10 quintillion) of them? This beautiful book delves into the classification of arthropods—which include insects, spiders, and scorpions—and travels far into prehistory to answer those questions and show how these creatures have evolved. “Toolbox” sidebars consider anatomy and behavior, including legs, eyes, wings, communication, and camouflage. Full pages are devoted to examples of significant scientific orders, past and present, such as Palaeodictyoptera, an order that included winged insects that died out toward the end of the Permian period. Forster uses proper scientific nomenclature; explanations of exoskeletons, for instance, are clear and complete. Exclamation marks are numerous but justified, given the inclusion of such fascinating details: Scorpions’ “exoskeletons glow under UV light!” “Dragonflies can…even do instinctive math!” A bug “Hall of Fame” recognizes extremes, such as the goliath spider, which weighs nearly a quarter-pound. The author acknowledges that scientists still don’t know everything about insects—research opportunities await burgeoning scientists. Final pages of text describe ways to catch, house, handle, and help bugs. Gordy’s masterly gouache illustrations make every page—even those depicting the creepiest of creatures—a pleasure; his images and many timelines are both informative and gorgeous. 
 Aspiring entomologists, paleontologists, and artists won’t want to miss this one. (bibliography) (Nonfiction. 8-12)
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SISTER
 A gentle, affecting picture book about opening hearts and homes. 




Awards & Accolades
Our Verdict
 
	

	GET IT


A young girl struggles with saying goodbye to foster siblings in Johnson’s picture book.
When the parents of the young narrator (who has curly brown hair, green eyes, and light brown skin) announce that they will be welcoming a new kid into their family, the child first expects a baby sibling. Soon, she is welcoming a baby to the home—but, “After four sleeps, she went to live with her grandmother, who loved her very much.” Next, they take in a boy who is just a little younger than the narrator. They become fast friends; when he goes back to live at his mom’s house, parting is difficult. It takes time before the family is ready to try again. But soon a new foster sister arrives, the same age as the narrator, who gets to stay and become her forever sister. There are few books about foster care from the point of view of the child who has to say goodbye when foster siblings are relocated, and Johnson’s spare, thoughtful text helps readers imagine what it might be like to love someone while knowing they might have to leave. Winkler’s soft-edged, painterly illustrations perfectly capture the spectrum of emotions. This is a sensitive and sweet exploration of what it means to be a foster family.
 A gentle, affecting picture book about opening hearts and homes. 
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LILLY
THE FIRST LATINA ROCKETTE
 A thoughtful account of personal discovery and the pursuit of dancing dreams in ’70s and ’80s America. 




Awards & Accolades
Our Verdict
 
	

	GET IT


Colón offers an inspirational memoir about escaping a dreadful childhood to become a successful entertainer in the late 20th century.
The author’s family was from Puerto Rico, but she felt estranged from any Latine identity while growing up in the Bronx. When she was not yet 4 years old, her father put her in an orphanage and had her mother committed. Colón unsuccessfully tried to run away from the institution and lived at the home until she was a teenager. She reports enduring both physical abuse and cruel punishments; when she wet the bed, she remembers having to kneel on the floor with the wet sheet wrapped around her head. The author was able to see the Christmas Spectacular at Radio City Music Hall and take dance classes, which put her on a path to becoming a performer. She was accepted into the High School of Performing Arts and was able to live with a foster family starting in 1970. Colón began performing, and, to escape her status of being a ward of the state (which would have continued until she was 21), she married her boyfriend when she turned 18. She left him due to his violent behavior and went on tour for six months with the No, No, Nanette company. By 1983, Colón had returned to New York, where she worked her way up to being a Rockette for the 1990 Christmas Spectacular. The author’s story is dramatic and compelling, boasting many twists and appearances by celebrities such as Freddie Prinze and Chita Rivera. Colón engagingly describes dancing at lunchtime in high school (as in the movie Fame) and auditioning for Bob Fosse (“He stared up at the balcony, arms crossed, cigarette still in his right hand, as he said, ‘Would you ask her to do a double pirouette, please?’”); she also nicely conveys how she acquired a strong sense of self-preservation as well as a Latine identity (while dancing with The Latins). Each hardship brought a new realization that propelled her on to success—she describes her heartbreaking mistakes and inspiring developments honestly and movingly.
 A thoughtful account of personal discovery and the pursuit of dancing dreams in ’70s and ’80s America. 
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LOVE LIFTED ME
STORIES FROM THE CHILDHOOD OF A REPLACEMENT CHILD
 A plain, revealing look at the contours of rural life in the American South. 
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Noble presents a series of autobiographical short stories about growing up in Georgia.
In 1914, 26 years before the author was born, a boy known as “Little William” died from the flu at the age of 5. Little William was the son of the author’s maternal grandmother, Mamie; according to Noble, it was a death that she would never get over. Noble describes himself as Little William’s “replacement child.” In a series of stories that run to no more than a few pages each, the author describes growing up with this responsibility, as well as the many characters around him. It was a life dotted with peculiarities; he referred to his mother, Lucy, as “sister” until the age of 13. The stories take place in rural southern Georgia, in an area home to a cotton gin and two general stores. Bennett, Noble’s father, ran one store; the author writes that he “used me like a servant, treating me the way he had been treated by his own father” and was someone who “no one seems to have really known.” Such descriptions are the most striking aspect of the work; in simple prose, the author details how his grandmother would consult a Ouija board “when the future was unclear or marked by economic worries, or when health matters were fearful.” Though the entire book amounts to less than 100 pages, the characters and their quirks are memorable. Some are tragic, like a girl at Noble’s elementary school who was "accidentally" shot by her father. Even if some of the writing can feel generic (one character “was mad, with anger and rage directed especially toward those in the foreground of her life”), the individuals ultimately come alive.
 A plain, revealing look at the contours of rural life in the American South. 
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COLD RECORD
 A remarkable and compelling courtroom drama. 
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In Ferguson’s legal thriller, a deputy district attorney must navigate an unexpectedly twisty case.
After college sophomore Haylee Branch is found raped and strangled at her friend Jacinta Cantrell’s father’s mansion in a Northern California suburb, the police immediately arrest a young man named Andrew Rodarte. He tells police that he was at the scene of the crime that night, but that he left before Haylee was killed. Enter John Patrick Howland, a deputy district attorney who narrates much of the novel (along with police detective Mark Wade and Haylee’s mother, Marta). Gradually, Rodarte’s story begins to crumble. He admits at trial to killing Haylee, but says it was a tragic outcome of consensual rough sex; nonetheless, he’s found guilty of first-degree murder and gets a sentence of 25 years to life. That should have been the end of the story—an outcome that provides at least some comfort to the victim’s loved ones. But about a decade later, Rodarte files a habeas corpus plea that offers a new account of events that, amazingly, becomes more believable as the cops and the lawyers dig into it. Readers, too, will find the new development to be quite credible and realistic. The book takes readers all the way to the end of the knotty case, showing that justice can be a very messy thing—a concept that gradually reveals itself to be the novel’s overarching theme. 
Ferguson presents his readers with a story that begins as a relatively straightforward Law & Order-style procedural, but soon takes the reader on a ride that turns out to be much wilder than your average TV mystery. The author has nearly two decades of experience as an attorney in Southern California, and his deep knowledge of court proceedings is on full display through his novel’s many twists and turns. His trial scenes show his keen eye for detail, but also showcase his ability to take things at a very slow pace when necessary. At another point, Ferguson presents a speech at a parole hearing that’s a masterpiece of tempered emotion and hard-earned wisdom. His greatest strength as a writer, however, is characterization; his players come across as real people caught up in real lives, and readers are likely to find themselves affected by their tribulations. The author treats his main character, Howland, with especially keen sensitivity, showing him to be a good man who’s far more capable than he gives himself credit for. Certainly, the lawyer would make a fine companion for someone—and on the final page, readers get a hint that that might happen. He also shows a distinct talent for shifting readers’ perceptions by taking characters’ stories in unexpected directions. The prose also shows impressive wit at times, as when defense attorney Ted Stauber is described as caught off guard, “like a cowboy on a skateboard”; at another point, the same attorney is said to look “ready to complete the trial by murdering his client.”
 A remarkable and compelling courtroom drama. 
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