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Last week, Vicky Smith, Children’s & Teen Editor, referenced Paolo Bacigalupi, speaking on the overwhelming 
heteronormativity of teen dystopias. We asked Bacigalupi to expand on the subject, and he graciously agreed.

9
L ooking  at recent trend s in young people’s lit, I’ve sometimes joked that the term 

“dystopia” actually means a story where “The Man” screws with someone’s love life. But in fact, 
dystopian literature has a long tradition of screwing with people’s love lives—it’s an ideal invasion 
that emphasizes the power of the state. When I was recently asked why more gays and lesbians 
weren’t seen in dystopian novels, my off-the-cuff response was that our present day is plenty dys-
topic enough. Some future-tastic police state isn’t going to be more horrifying than what GLBTQ 
teens experience now in modern America. We’re a veritable checklist of dystopian tropes:

• Politicians outlawing/demonizing you? Check.
• Fellow citizens denying you the rights “normal” people enjoy? Check.
• “Therapy” to fix your deviance? Check.
• Religion spewing hatred about you? Inciting followers to fear/revile/reform you? Check.
• People who will abuse—or even kill you—if they discover your true nature? Check.
It’s actually difficult to think of many dystopian novels that persecute their protagonists to 

this extent. And that’s the real horror. We are a dystopian society, and we don’t even notice. We’re 
the evil state, crushing the individuality out of everyone who doesn’t conform conform conform.

For me, the real objective in writing a dystopia about being gay would be to rattle a shockingly 
complacent straight readership into something approaching empathy. A really effective dystopia 
takes the reader to a distorted future, so that when they close the book, they see their own world, in 
a new light. 1984 was a wild distortion, but it was seeded with ideas we were missing in the present.

So instead of writing a story about being gay, create one about being straight. Create a world 
where heterosexuality is a shocking desire.

Charles Coleman Finlay did this in his poignant short story “Pervert.” For a heterosexual 
reader, the experience is an overwhelming sense of loneliness as the straight character navigates 
a world where no one can imagine why he would “choose” a perversion like heterosexuality. The 
story resonates because it twists our present norms and reflects them back at us. It’s painful and 
saddening, and mightily effective because at last, you, the “normal” reader, can experience a soci-
ety that reviles you, simply for your basic nature.

Dystopias should be insurgent. They should force readers to question who they are, what their 
society is like and what they take for granted. A good dystopia will illuminate the horrors right 
before our eyes, and one can hope that if it does its job well, it will create empathy and humanity 
in a world that is sorely lacking.

9
Paolo Bacigalupi is the author of the Printz Award–winning novel Ship Breaker. His companion novel, 
The Drowned Cities, will be out in May 2012.
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You are passionate about books and so are we. Visit the Kirkus Book 
Bloggers Network to find current commentary on your favorite genres. 
From celebrity to sci-fi, we cover it all.

f i c t i o n  
We continue to profile authors of note and their 
latest titles. This month, we talk with Graham 
Swift about Wish You Were Here, a novel of rural 
England in which a man mourns the death of 
his brother, a soldier in Iraq with whom he’d 
lost contact, and the delicate balance of his 
existence begins to topple, threatening every-
thing from his marriage to his memories. Few 
novelists show more subtle mastery than Swift, 

whose characters invite the reader’s empathy rather than judgment. 
In a starred review we called it, “a novel as contemporary as inter-
national terrorism and the war in Iraq and as timeless as mortality, 
from one of Britain’s literary masters.”

n o n f i c t i o n
 

A century after that elegant passenger liner 
Titanic struck an iceberg and went to a watery 
grave in the north Atlantic Ocean on April 15, 
1912—taking with her more than 1,500 passen-
gers and crew, or two-thirds of the people on 
board—that vessel and her shocking fate 
remain fertile topics of research, debate and 
public fascination. It’s no surprise that an 
abundance of new nonfiction books about the 

Royal Mail Steamer Titanic have been published over the last year, 
with a particular flood of them reaching bookstores just in time 
for this month’s 100th anniversary. Read our roundup of must-
reads on the Titanic. 

c h i l d r e n ’s
 

April is National Poetry Month, and we are 
celebrating some of its finest poets and writers’ 
latest books at kirkusreviews.com. This month, 
we talk to Philip Levine, the National Poet 
Laureate, on the state of poetry and his 
recommendations of the must-read new poets; 
Children’s Poet Laureate J. Patrick Lewis; and 

cover a slew of new poetry books for children. 

t e e n
 

Our teen book blogger Bookshelves of Doom 
has long been recommending her favorite reads 
for us at Kirkus. Columnist Leila Roy’s picks 
always seem ready to be the next big thing in 
teen lit, and her enthusiastic recommendations 
are infectious. This month, Roy reads Robin 
LaFevers’ Grave Mercy, a book she calls “a whiz-
bang of a read…it plays with genre conventions 
without ever being too self-aware or at all 
smirky. If you’re at all interested in historical/

adventure/romances, you should definitely give it a try.” 

Don’t wait on the mail for reviews! You can read pre-publication reviews as 
they are released on KirkusReviews.com—even before they are published in 
the magazine. You can also access the current issue and back issues of Kirkus 
Reviews on our website by logging in as a subscriber. If you do not have a 
username or password, please contact customer care to set up your account 
by calling 1.800.316.9361 or e-mailing customers@kirkusreviews.com.



fiction

|   k i r k u s r e v i e w s . c o m   |   f i c t i o n   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 1 2   |   7 7 9

THE UNDERTOW by Jo Baker  ....................................................  p. 780

VANDAL LOVE by Deni Y. Béchard  ............................................  p. 780

DROWNED by Therese Bohman  ..................................................  p. 781

BLUE MONDAY by Nicci French  .................................................  p. 785

THE PRISONER’S WIFE by Gerard Macdonald  ........................  p. 791

RIZZO’S DAUGHTER by Lou Manfredo  .....................................  p. 801

THE SPOILER by Annalena McAfee  ...........................................  p. 791

THE YEAR OF THE GADFLY by Jennifer Miller  ........................  p. 792

THE SOLITARY HOUSE by Lynn Shepherd  ................................  p. 803

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

DROWNED
Bohman, Therese
Other Press 
(224 pp.) 
$14.95 paperback
May 22, 2012
978-1-59051-524-2  

ALBERT OF ADELAIDE
Anderson, Howard
Twelve (240 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Jul. 10, 2012
978-1-4555-0962-1  

There are no human characters in 
this debut novel of fantasy and allegory 
that will leave some readers wondering 
what the point of it is.          

The novel reads like Siddhartha trans-
planted to the Australian outback. Or 

like Lonesome Dove recast for a platypus, wombats and dingoes. 
Or like the novelization of a Pixar animated feature with way 
more blood and alcohol than usual. The titular protagonist is 
a duck-billed platypus who, having escaped from the Adelaide 
zoo, who wanders into the desert, having “no idea where he 
was going, or exactly what he was looking for.” He had a vague 
idea of a destination, “somewhere in the desert…a place where old 
Australia still existed…keep going north…the Promised Land.” The 
narrator continues: “Those descriptions had sounded good 
in Adelaide, but they were worthless in a desert where every 
direction looked the same.” Before long, Albert finds company 
in Jack, a wombat who has more experience in the ways of the 
desert, and who tends to fight fire (and everything else) with 
fire. The two end up in a bar, one that could have been from any 
Western, except everyone there is an animal, and none of these 
animals had ever seen a platypus in the desert. Albert, whose 
natural habitat is water, thus has his first encounter with a dif-
ferent strain of prejudice: “At the zoo, Albert had been an object 
of curiosity and ridicule. In Old Australia he found himself an 
object of hate and mistrust.” Trouble ensues, Jack and Albert 
split up, and Albert finds himself at the Gates of Hell (liter-
ally, there’s even a sign saying so), the target of a manhunt (er, 
platypus-hunt), the leader of a renegade posse of dingoes and 
the recipient of age-old wisdom such as, “A gun can get you into 
trouble and sometimes it can get you out of it.” And, “A good 
run is always better than a bad fight.”

A novel that tests the reader’s patience for animal 
whimsy and elaborate fables. 
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NO ONE IS HERE  
EXCEPT ALL OF US
Ausubel, Ramona
Riverhead (336 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Feb. 1, 2012
978-1-59448-794-1  

A bittersweet fable of war and sur-
vival set in a Romanian shtetl.

Like Chagall’s art, charming or cloy-
ing depending on taste, Ausubel’s fanciful 
novel employs an intensely imaginative 

style both to evoke Zalischik, a remote Jewish settlement in 
1939, and also to fuel her story. As news of the encroaching anti-
Semitic terrors filters into the village via the horrific experience 
of a half-drowned stranger, the community tries to hold the 
world at bay with its imagination while cutting itself off from 
external contact. The narrator, 11-year-old Lena, must endure a 
parallel delusion. Given by her loving parents to her barren aunt 
and uncle, she is pushed rapidly through the stages of childhood 
again as her partly-deranged new parents teach her to talk and 
walk, then arrange marriage to Igor, the banker’s son. Happi-
ness and children follow, but the village’s isolation can’t last. 
After Igor is taken prisoner, Lena flees into the woods where her 
baby dies and farmers offer her an impossible choice. Returning 
to Zalischik where she learns the fate of her people, she finally 
turns to a future in the New World.

Ausubel’s sustained, idiosyncratic take on the Holocaust 
is double-edged, alternating affecting heartache with senti-
mental poetic overkill. Opinion may be divided, but there’s 
an undeniable element of talent here.

THE UNDERTOW 
Baker, Jo
Knopf  (352 pp.) 
$25.95  |  May 15, 2012
978-0-307-95709-2  

The architecture of a family, con-
structed over decades through relation-
ships, wars and secrets, is assembled with 
fine detail and insight in an exceptional 
20th-century saga.

Long, intricate, but never dull, Eng-
lish novelist Baker’s U.S. debut is a four-generational span of 
extraordinary history and ordinary lives, eloquent about the 
unshared interior worlds of individuals even when connected by 
the closest of bonds. Starting in London in 1914, it introduces 
young sweethearts William and Amelia Hastings, married just as 
World War I begins. Amelia, pregnant with Billy, will always stay 
faithful to William’s memory, tending the album of postcards 
he sent her, and when shipmate George Sully—a malevolent, 
recurrent, family-curse character—threatens, Amelia and Billy 
see him off together. Billy has a talent for cycling, but his pros-
pects, as his own son’s will be, are clouded by issues of money 
and class, and then World War II intervenes. Billy survives to 

marry Ruby, a stylish Jew who also encounters George Sully 
but never tells her husband. The couple’s first child is Will, 
partly disabled by Perthes disease, whom Billy struggles to love. 
Clever Will achieves academic success at Oxford, but marries 
unhappily. It’s with his artistic daughter Billie that the book 
reaches its understated yet moving conclusion.

Immediate, poignant and rarely predictable, this search-
ingly observant work captures a huge terrain of personal 
aspiration against a shifting historical and social background. 
Impressive. 

VANDAL LOVE 
Béchard, Deni Y.
Milkweed (352 pp.) 
$16.00 paperback  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-57131-091-0  

Even better than his simultaneously pub-
lished memoir (Cures for Hunger), Béchard’s 
haunting first novel follows three genera-
tions that can’t find a home in this world.

Native soil for the Hervé family is 
Gaspésie, Québec, but the lure of les 

States draws away many despite the contempt of flinty patriarch 
Hervé Hervé. Life is just too hard in a land where fish stocks are 
falling and farmland is returning to forest. Besides, it’s difficult 
to feel secure in a family where “children were born alternately 
brutes or runts,” and Hervé Hervé makes a habit of giving away 
the runts to neighbors. Soon only his grandchildren, giant Jude 
and tiny Isa-Marie, remain, and after she dies in 1961, Jude takes 
to the road and winds up boxing in Georgia. This launches an 
odyssey that spans 45 years and ranges across the North Ameri-
can continent, as Hervé Hervé’s descendants struggle to main-
tain connections with the people they love but generally end 
up taking to the road again. Their connection with the natural 
world is more sustained and sparks Béchard’s most beautiful 
prose, whether he’s describing a stream in a Virginia wood, a 
desert landscape in New Mexico or the windswept riverside 
communities of Québec. Magical realism is the facile way to 
describe a narrative style that abruptly drops its characters 
into professions and relationships. Yet the meticulous details 
and painfully recognizable feelings forestall the fey quality that 
often mars novels by gringo admirers of Latin American fiction. 
Béchard has a voice and a vision all his own, both tough-minded 
and passionately emotional: It feels just as right when a father 
goads his son to become a fugitive from the law as it does when 
another father begs his wander-minded daughter, “Wait…Just a 
little longer. Wait.”

Reportedly at work on a book about conservation in the 
Congolese rainforest, the author clearly has ambitions as 
big as his talent, but readers of this lyrical novel will hope 
he gets back to fiction soon.

“A bittersweet fable of war and  
survival set in a Romanian shtetl.”

from no one is here except all of us
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THE WATER CHILDREN
Berry, Anne
Simon & Schuster  (336 pp.) 
$25.00  |  May 8, 2012
978-1-4516-4218-6  

In this contemporary take on Charles 
Kingsley’s Victorian Christian classic The 
Water-Babies, British novelist Berry (The 
Hungry Ghosts, 2009) echoes the original’s 
fairytale lyricism while emphasizing psy-
chology over morality as it follows four 

emotionally damaged British children whose lives intersect as adults.
After eight-year-old Owen’s little sister Sarah drowns, he 

and his parents never recover emotionally, and since he was 
supposed to be watching Sarah when she wandered into the sea, 
his guilt rules his life. Nine-year-old Catherine is following her 
beloved American cousin across a frozen pond when it cracks 
open; the girls are rescued, but barely in the nick of time. After-
wards, Catherine cannot shake the sense that she is doomed to 
make bad choices.  Desperate to escape from the hard life of his 
family’s Irish farm, young Sean teaches himself to swim in the 
River Shannon, which becomes the only place where he finds 
solace. When his mother catches him swimming, his father 
beats him senseless. Also beaten is Naomi, an orphan whose 
vague memory of her mother includes swimming at a beach. 
Naomi’s vile abuse in a children’s home leaves her with immea-
surable wells of need and anger. The four cross paths as adults 
in London. Sean, ambitious to become more middle class, mar-
ries Catherine, who doesn’t love him but is desperate to escape 
her harridan mother. Soon they have a joyless marriage and a 
colicky baby. Naomi becomes Sean’s mistress. Owen works for 
Sean selling tourist trinkets in a market stall and rooms in the 
apartment Sean keeps for Naomi. Owen’s redemptive story is 
the heart of the novel as his guilt propels his attempts to pro-
tect the other three from their demons. But some emotional 
damage is greater than others. Recovery does not turn out to be 
possible for everyone.

Berry’s writing is so gorgeous—sometimes lush, but 
just as often painfully precise while capturing in stark 
detail the emotions within a moment—that it is easy to for-
give the hokier elements of the plot. (Agent: Tara Hiatt)

DROWNED 
Bohman, Therese
Other Press  (224 pp.) 
$14.95 paperback  |  May 22, 2012
978-1-59051-524-2  

A tale of identity and tense personal 
relationships, one that as a film property 
would have appealed to Hitchcock or de 
Palma.           

In the first part of the story Marina, 
the narrator, is drowning in all kinds of 

ways, for her life is marred by inconsequence. Her relationship 

with her boyfriend is desultory, and she’s supposedly working 
on an art history paper on Dante Gabriel Rossetti but has lit-
tle commitment to the task. At this point in her life she visits 
her sister Stella and Stella’s husband Gabriel, a volatile novel-
ist. Immediately, an edgy attraction develops between Marina 
and her brother-in-law. Stella works her job as a landscapist in 
the small Swedish town near which they live, so she’s away from 
home much of the time, leaving Gabriel to work on his latest 
novel and Marina to feel the magnetic pull of his personality. 
On the surface, Gabriel seems kind and attentive, but Marina 
senses a deeper friction—hints of physical abuse, for example, 
and anger out of proportion to the events that gave rise to it. 
Ultimately, however, Marina willingly gives in to the passion she 
feels for him, a passion fed by the languorous and oppressive 
heat of the Swedish summer. The second part of the story skips 
ahead several months, for the weather, the cold rain of Novem-
ber, is now oppressive in a different way. Marina has returned to 
the house after Stella’s death by drowning. She had slipped on a 
rock by a lake and supposedly hit her head, but Marina eventu-
ally finds herself open to the possibility that Gabriel had some-
thing to do with the “accident”—and she fears that Gabriel’s 
novel based on Ophelia might have adumbrated his wife’s death.

A slim novel with a taut narrative line and a sense of 
impending disaster. 

GROW UP
Brooks, Ben
Penguin  (272 pp.) 
$15.00 paperback  |  Apr. 24, 2012
978-0-14-312109-1  

Hyper–self-aware young British 
writer writes novel about same. Add sex 
and drugs and stir.

One might not expect the fifth out-
ing from indie author Brooks (born in 

1992, in Gloucestershire, England) to be so eminently readable, 
but this U.K. bestseller proves to be the exception to the rule. Its 
protagonist, Jasper J. Wolf, imagines himself as a prettier Holden 
Caulfield, but the end game reveals that the self-reflective young 
writer is more along the lines of a John Hughes hero, albeit with 
volumes more narcotics. Jasper is in the midst of preparing for 
his A-level exams, leaving him loads of time to hang out with his 
mates, plot the downfall of his stepfather, stalk the extremely 
fit Georgia Treely and generally put his various organs where 
they don’t belong. There’s a timeless if caustic quality to Jasper’s 
minimalist rants: “Doing sex with a girl for over seven minutes 
is something to be proud of. Being British is not,” he laments. 
Whenever there aren’t girls to seduce or Ketamine to be snorted, 
he retreats to the company of lothario Jonah, rock god Ping, or 
his BFF Tenaya, the girl who is as likely to hit Jasper as comfort 
him. His adventures aren’t at all shocking, but there’s an unex-
pected humor even to the murkiest sequences. Jasper has sex 
with an unattractive girl at a party and is teased mercilessly for it, 
even as he worries about the girl’s possible pregnancy. The drug 
bits (of which there are many) are relatively unpretentious, even 



when it feels like its creator is playing at Irvine Welsh-level primi-
tiveness. A surface read of this confessional invites comparisons 
to the transgressive teen drama Skins, but Brooks’ work (Fences, 
2009, etc.) feels richer as it explores generational angst and the 
blue-black damage of adolescence.

An epistolary novel filled with black humor and fleeting 
tenderness.

THEY EAT PUPPIES,  
DON’T THEY?
Buckley, Christopher
Twelve (352 pp.) 
$25.99  |  $11.95 e-book 
Lg. Prt. $27.99  |  May 8, 2012
978-0-4465-4097-1
978-1-4555-1105-1 e-book
978-1-4555-1347-5 Lg. Prt.  

The title refers to the supposed culi-
nary propensities of the Chinese, but as 

this novel makes clear, it’s said with more than a twist of irony.
Defense lobbyist Walter “Bird” McIntyre is not having a 

good day, for his big push for aerospace contractor Groepping-
Sprunt to secure a multi-billion dollar contract for drones the 
size of jumbo jets has fallen through. He retires to his modest 
home, which he’s dubbed the Military Industrial Duplex, to 
plot a new direction for his life. Fortuitously, he quickly links 
up with Angel Templeton, a sexy, frighteningly unsentimental 
and ultraconservative pundit—so conservative she’s named 
her son Barry Goldwater Templeton—who has a wacko plan 
to embarrass the Chinese by claiming their secret service is 
planning to assassinate the Dalai Lama. Blindsided by the false 
media campaign, the Chinese are caught by surprise but need 
to deal with the crisis, artificially induced though it may be. 
McIntyre has to balance both domestic and political troubles 
when his wife, Myndi, is named to the United States equestrian 
team that’s scheduled to have a meet in China, one that might 
be canceled owing to the newest Sino-American conflict. And 
things get really complicated when, predictably, Bird and Angel 
begin an affair—and the Dalai Lama develops pheochromocy-
toma, and then dies. Buckley handles all of these strange machi-
nations with a breezy style and loves mixing the fictional with 
the real—for example, by having Angel Templeton engage in a 
mano a mano debate on Chris Matthews’ Hardball.

A lively and politically spirited read. (Author tour to New 
York, Washington, D.C., Fairfield (Conn.), Columbus, Austin, Denver, 
Los Angeles, San Francisco and Seattle)

A DOG’S JOURNEY
Cameron, W. Bruce
Forge  (336 pp.) 
$24.99  |  May 8, 2012
978-0-7653-3053-6  

The second half of a marathon voy-
age through the rhythms of life from a 
dog’s-eye view.

Cameron’s 2010 bestseller A Dog’s 
Purpose recounted the spiritual journey of 
a dog as he struggled to find meaning in 

his relationships with people. This sequel picks up with Buddy, 
the good dog who looked after his master Ethan his whole life. 
Shortly before dying, Buddy has a visceral reaction to toddler 
Clarity June, causing the pooch to rethink his position: “I loved 
CJ as much and in the same way as I had loved Ethan,” the dog, 
now reborn as “Molly,” says. “So had I been wrong that my pur-
pose was to love Ethan?” The new poodle shepherds troubled 
CJ through the perils of adolescence, from a tango with bulimia 
to a romantic triangle. After Molly disappears, we meet Max, a 
hyperactive Chihuahua who falls into CJ’s lap. By now, CJ is an 
aspiring actress living in New York City who sidelines as (what 
else?) a dog walker. The novel is an undemanding but harmless 
retread up to this point, when it leaps headlong into syrupy sto-
rytelling that makes The Bridge to Terabithia look like Trainspot-
ting by comparison. CJ suffers a debilitating illness that puts her 
into a coma, Max meets his first cat and an old friend reenters 
CJ’s life at a critical juncture. No one remains unscathed in the 
book’s circuitous second half.

This maudlin sequel is overkill.

A LAND MORE  
KIND THAN HOME
Cash, Wiley
Morrow/HarperCollins  (320 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Apr. 17, 2012
978-0-06-208814-7  

Up beyond Asheville, near where 
Gunter Mountain falls into Tennessee, 
evil has come to preach in a house of wor-
ship where venomous snakes and other 
poisons are sacraments.

Cash’s debut novel explores Faulkner-O’Connor country, a 
place where folks endure a hard life by clinging to God’s truths 
echoing from hardscrabble churches. With Southern idiom as 
clear as crystal mountain air, Cash weaves the narrative from 
multiple threads. Jess Hall is the 9-year-old son of Ben and Julie 
and beloved younger brother of gentle Stump, his mute, autis-
tic sibling. Clem Barefield is county sheriff, a man with a moral 
code as tough, weathered and flexible as his gun belt. Adelaide 
Lyle, once a midwife, is now community matriarch of simple 
faith and solid conscience. Carson Chambliss is pastor of River 
Road Church of Christ. He has caught Stump spying, peering 
into the bedroom of his mother Julie, while she happened to be 
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entertaining the amoral pastor. Julie may have lapsed into car-
nal sin, but she is also a holy fool. Chambliss convinces Julie to 
bring Stump to the church to be cured by the laying on of hands. 
There, Stump suffers a terrible fate. Cash’s characters are bril-
liant: Chambliss, scarred by burns, is as remorseless as one 
of his rattlesnakes; Addie, loyal to the old ways, is still strong 
enough to pry the church’s children away from snake-handling 
services; Barefield is gentle, empathetic and burdened by trag-
edy. Stump’s brother Jess is appealingly rendered—immature, 
confused and feeling responsible for and terrified by the evil he 
senses and sees around him. As lean and spare as a mountain 
ballad, Cash’s novel resonates perfectly, so much so that it could 
easily have been expanded to epic proportions.

An evocative work about love, fate and redemption. 
(Author appearances in Asheville, Jackson, Oxford and Raleigh-Dur-
ham. Agent: Nat Sobel)

THE INVITATION
Cherian, Anne
Norton (288 pp.) 
$25.95  |  May 14, 2012
978-0-393-08160-2  

After 25 years in the United States, 
four Indian friends living in California 
are forced to re-evaluate their lives in 
this novel about the costs and benefits 
of assimilation.

Vic, Frances, Jay and Lali, newly arrived 
from India, met as graduate students at UCLA. But while they 
may have been lumped together as Indian immigrants, they 
come from very different regions, religions and socio-economic 
classes, and those differences have shaped their experiences in 
America. Vic, from a poor farming community he was desper-
ate to escape, has had the most financial success while remain-
ing the least assimilated. He returned to India for an arranged 
marriage and is unhappy with how Americanized his wife has 
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become. Now, to celebrate his older son’s graduation from MIT, 
Vic throws a grand Indian-style party at his Newport Beach 
home to which he invites Frances, Jay and Lali. Jay comes from 
an upper class Hindu family and seemed the golden boy in their 
UCLA circle; Frances, the daughter of middle class Catholics 
from Goa, felt lucky when they married. But UCLA was their 
highpoint. Jay has never risen above middle management; Fran-
ces struggles as a real estate agent during the economic down-
turn; and their 11th-grade daughter’s grades have plummeted. If 
Frances and Jay have chosen to live away from the Indian com-
munity in a largely Jewish neighborhood of Sherman Oaks, Lali 
has gone further afield. Originally from a Jacobite Syrian Chris-
tian community in the Indian city of Cochin, Lali now lives in 
San Francisco with her Jewish doctor husband, who has recently 
begun exploring his religious roots. Feeling isolated, Lali has 
drifted into an online flirtation with an Indian lover from her 
past. Once the friends gather, emotions flare, and secrets come 
to light. With the possible exception of Vic, these characters’ 
fallibilities only make them more likeable, particularly Jay and 
Frances, whose futures Cherian (A Good Indian Wife, 2008) dis-
appointingly leaves the most unsettled.

A mostly entertaining, sometimes thoughtful, but not 
terribly demanding Indian beach read.  (Author tour to Los 

Angeles, San Francisco, Portland and Seattle)

EVERY DAY, EVERY HOUR
Dragnic, Nataša
Translated by Schillinger, Liesl
Viking (272 pp.) 
$25.95  |  May 28, 2012
978-0-670-02350-9  

While no Romeo and Juliet, Luka and 
Dora turn out to be lovers almost as star-
crossed as their Elizabethan counterparts.

Luka and Dora first meet in kinder-
garten in the Croatian town of Makar-

ska when—shades of Dante and Beatrice—Luka faints at her 
beauty and Dora awakens him with a kiss (and she’s only two). 
She whispers to him that he’s her “prince,” a motif Dragnic reit-
erates throughout the novel. Inseparable as children, the young 
couple even experiences the jealousy of Ana, Luka’s younger 
sister. But all Edens eventually come to an end, and so their 
idyll changes when, as a young adolescent, Dora moves to Paris. 
Meanwhile, Luka studies art in Zagreb, eventually linking up 
with Klara, a model three years older than he. Klara is more 
enthusiastic about the relationship than is Luka, but he nev-
ertheless becomes her somewhat reluctant lover. As his talents 
flourish, an exhibit of his paintings is arranged in Paris where, 
after a 16-year hiatus, he unexpectedly reunites with Dora. This 
time there is no hesitation—they immediately become lovers 
and are again inseparable. After three idyllic months together, 
Luka returns to Croatia only to find that Klara is pregnant, sup-
posedly with his child, a charade Klara maintains for the next 
16 years, further tethering Luka to her against his will. Peri-
odically he and Dora, who has studied the dramatic arts and is 

experiencing some success in her own career as an actress, meet 
up. But will they ever get together for good?

Dragnic avoids mawkishness by keeping her focus on 
the ache of love and on the difficulties of its fulfillment.

THE BLIND SPY
Dryden, Alex
Ecco/HarperCollins  (416 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Mar. 1, 2012
978-0-06-208808-6  

The U.S.S.R. has spun off into its 
various republics, but Putin’s Russia is 
having second thoughts about its loss of 
the Ukraine.

In the midst of a plot to find a pre-
text for re-conquest, a blind man named 

Balthasar spies for the Russians. Balthasar has considerable 
insights that amply compensate for his lack of vision. That he 
can sense who approaches him and that he knows when a par-
ticular person wears blue clothing strains credulity, but readers 
can suspend disbelief for a while. It’s all about “the fallibility 
of those who trust their eyes,” he says. A long-lost half sibling 
named Anna Resnikov is a more interesting character. She 
works for Cougar Intelligence Applications, a commercial firm 
that is CIA-like, right down to its abbreviation. She is a former 
KGB agent who defected to the West because...well, because. 
Author Dryden (a pseudonym) displays considerable knowledge 
of Russia and the Black Sea area and sketches believable pic-
tures of cities like Sevastopol. He’s wordy, though, and seems 
to have an ongoing love affair with adverbs, for example, “Burt 
said breezily,” “Burt replied stolidly” and “Burt said magnani-
mously.” But the characters and the plot are intelligent, with a 
series of twists and surprises right to the end. A climactic scene 
with Anna and a train is especially spectacular and satisfying. 
It’s good to see an East-West spy game that’s developed beyond 
the Cold War Clancy clashes of the last century.

A decent book that could have been better, but thriller 
aficionados will enjoy the complex tale regardless. (Events 
in New Mexico)

SKINNYDIPPING
Frankel, Bethenny
Touchstone/Simon & Schuster (368 pp.) 
$25.00  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-4516-6737-0  

Reality queen Frankel expands her 
brand with a roman à clef.

Recent NYU graduate Faith Bright-
stone, determined to make it as an 
actress, leaves Manhattan for Los Ange-
les. Reluctantly welcomed by her distant 

father, she befriends his live-in girlfriend Brooke, who intro-
duces Faith to the L.A. club scene. There follows an episodic, 
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summary-heavy narration of Faith’s encounters with men, old 
and young, most of whom do nothing to advance her career or 
enliven her love life. The exception is Vince Beck, a sexy pro-
ducer with an Aussie accent, but, unsurprisingly, he turns out to 
be married. After two stints as personal assistant to the petty 
tyrants that are so much a staple of Hollywood literature (in a 
perhaps subliminal nod to Sunset Boulevard, one of Faith’s jobs 
ends when a scriptwriter is found dead in her employer’s pool), 
Faith cannot get a part—her weight, normal everywhere else, is 
chubbette-grade in California. Embarking, with her cheerfully 
bulimic roommate, on a starvation diet, she gets skinny then 
finally gets cast—in a soft porn flick. So much for Hollywood 
dreams. Part two finds Faith back in Manhattan five years later. 
She’s turned her obsession with weight into a promising small 
business. Her over-the-top repartee and entrepreneurial chops 
garner the attention of the producers of Domestic Goddess, a 
cable reality TV show hosted by Sybil Matthews, a fictional ava-
tar of Martha Stewart, only more diabolical. The remainder of 
the book chronicles the usual reality show indignities as contes-
tants are ritually humiliated and eliminated, challenge by chal-
lenge. Sybil already has Faith in her sights, since Faith has some 
dirt on a fellow contestant and a history with the show’s execu-
tive producer. What will the home and garden diva do when she 
finds out her own son is Faith’s latest club conquest?

Although the writing is competent, this novel illus-
trates the main difficulty posed by “reality-based” fiction: 
the inherent tedium of unedited real life, however glitzy 
the surroundings.

BLUE MONDAY 
French, Nicci
Pamela Dorman/ 
Viking  (400 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Mar. 1, 2012
978-0-670-02336-3  

More than 20 years after the unsolved 
disappearance of a five-year-old London 
girl, a little boy, also five, is abducted, re-
opening old wounds for a police detective 
and raising questions for a female psychia-

trist—especially after it is revealed that the prime suspect, a client 
of hers, has an identical twin brother of whom he is unaware.

This is the first installment in a series of psychological thrill-
ers by French, pen name for the bestselling husband and wife duo 
of Nicci Gerrard and Sean French (Land of the Living, 2003, etc.). 
The appealing, strong-willed protagonist is Freida Klein, a single 
woman in her 40s whose most intimate relationship is with the 
shadowy city—notwithstanding a romantic fling that tempts her 
for a few seconds to leave London. She has more than enough to 
distract her from her private life. Her new patient, Alan, is a mis-
erable soul who is so desperate for a son he dreams of making off 
with a boy who is the spitting image of the missing tyke. Detec-
tive Chief Inspector Karlsson is leery of Freida’s concerns, and 
resists new tests, but he slowly comes to value Freida’s theories. 
Though a small leap of faith is required in the end, the surprises 

and suspense never let up. The book provides fascinating psy-
chological insight. And the supporting characters, ranging from 
a droll Polish laborer to Freida’s disheveled mentor, are warm, 
intelligent and provide just the right amount of humor. Off-the-
beaten-path London is also a great character.

An absorbing psychological thriller that will leave you 
anticipating the next installment. (Agents: Sarah Ballard and 
Simon Trewin)

THE NEWLYWEDS
Freudenberger, Nell
Knopf (352 pp.) 
$25.95  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-307-26884-6  

Freudenberger (The Dissident, 2006, 
etc.) examines a marriage arranged via 
the Internet.

They met on AsianEuro.com: Amina 
wanted to escape from her family’s strait-

ened circumstances in Bangladesh; George wanted someone who 
“did not play games, unlike some women he knew.” So here she 
is, in the fall of 2005 in the suburbs of Rochester, N.Y., recently 
married, working in retail while she studies for a teaching certifi-
cate. Her husband seems nice, if a little fussy, but he hasn’t said 
any more about converting to Islam as she promised her parents, 
and they haven’t had a Muslim wedding yet either. More discon-
certing than any of that, though, is Amina’s sense that “she was 
a different person in Bangla than she was in English,” and she’s 
uncertain how to bridge the gulf between these two selves. She 
makes a much-needed friend in George’s cousin Kim, who lived 
for a while in Bombay and was briefly married to an Indian. Kim 
understands more about Amina’s background and her conflicts 
than anyone else in Rochester, so when it turns out that she and 
George have been hiding something important from Amina, it’s 
doubly shattering. However, it does prompt George to agree to 
bring Amina’s parents to America, and she goes to collect them 
in Bangladesh, where several old family conflicts flare anew. 
Freudenberger does well in capturing the off-kilter feelings of a 
young woman in a country so unlike her birthplace, and the cul-
tural differences prompt some enjoyably wry humor. The char-
acters are all well drawn, if a trifle pallid, which points to a larger 
problem. Freudenberger’s tone is detached and cool throughout, 
even when violent incidents are described, which makes it dif-
ficult to emotionally engage with the story. The novel is carefully 
researched rather than emotionally persuasive.

Well executed but a bit too obviously studied—more 
willed than felt. (Author tour to Boston and New England, Los 
Angeles, New York, San Francisco and Seattle)
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Although spring is being 
shy about showing its 
colors in some parts of 
the United States, trust 
that the season is finally 
upon us. With any luck, we 
should soon be able to sit 
out on our front porches, a 
cool drink in one hand and 
a new novel in the other. 
 The following seven 
works of mystery and 
thriller fiction, all to be 
released between now and 
the end of May, would be 
fine accompaniments to 
that pastime. They’re dis-
tracting enough to provide 
you relief from quotid-
ian pressures, but not so 
enthralling that you’ll miss 
any interesting develop-
ments in the streetscape.

PRAGUE FATALE
Philip Kerr
(April) 

One of the finest 
entries yet in Kerr’s 
series of Bernie Gun-
ther historical thrillers, 
Prague Fatale begins 

with his ever-cynical protagonist back 
in harness as a Berlin police detective, 
investigating the 1941 stabbing death of 
a Dutch worker. The case acquaints him 
with a fetching good-time girl, Arianne 
Tauber, but brings few other satisfactions, 
so he only mildly resists being called away 
to Prague by his old boss, Reinhard Hey-
drich, the new Nazi Reichsprotector of 
Bohemia and Moravia. 
 Heydrich fears he’ll be killed by 
one of the colleagues he’s gathered in a 
country house to celebrate his promo-
tion. Instead, one of his aides is found 
shot dead in a locked room, Agatha 
Christie–style. To solve this crime—and 
also, in the course of it, the Dutch work-
er’s demise—Gunther must defy his 
Nazi superiors and endanger Arianne, 
knowing all along that the murderer’s 
rank may protect him from prosecution.

THE FALLEN
Jassy Mackenzie
(April)

South African author 
Mackenzie demon-
strated enviable skill 
at character and plot 
construction in Stolen 

Lives, her previous novel starring Johan-
nesburg private eye Jade de Jong. She’s 
looking to demonstrate those strengths 
in this new tale, which finds de Jong and 
police superintendent David Patel inter-
rupting a romantic scuba holiday to solve 
the brutal stabbing of Amanda Bolton, an 
air traffic controller turned dive instruc-
tor. A mysterious postcard found in the 
deceased’s room, asking Amanda how 

she’s coping “after 813 and The Fallen,” is 
one of many puzzles convincing the P.I. 
and Patel to set aside their personal dif-
ferences and cooperate on this frustrat-
ing and dangerous task.

HOUSE OF  
THE HUNTED
Mark Mills
(April)

Stuffed full of double-
dealing—always an 
attractive element 
of espionage yarns—

Mills’ latest book brings us Tom Nash, 
an intelligence officer who’s moved to 
the French Riviera in the run-up to the 
Second World War hoping to find peace 
as a travel writer as well as an escape 
from memories of his executed Russian 
lover. However, an assassin’s attempt 
on his life shows Nash that he hasn’t 
covered his tracks nearly so well as he’d 
hoped. To survive, he must rely on his 
spy training, doubt even his friends’ 
loyalties and figure out who wants him 
dead before they can make him so. Mills’ 
mix of intrigue and the Côte d’Azur 
high life is most seductive.

KINGS OF 
MIDNIGHT
Wallace Stroby
(April)

Coolly professional 
thief Crissa Stone 
(from 2011’s Cold Shot 
to the Heart) has been 

lying low ever since a plot targeting auto-
mated teller machines went disastrously 
amiss. All she wants is one last hefty score 
to set herself up for life and win her lover’s 
parole. So when aging, retired gangster 
Benny Roth requests her aid in recover-
ing millions of untraceable dollars hidden 
away ever since the 1978 Lufthansa heist at 
New York’s John F. Kennedy International 

F I C T I O N

Crime Fiction’s  
Spring Flings
B Y  J .  K I N G S T O N  P I E R C E
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Airport—at that time, the biggest cash rob-
bery in American history—Crissa figures 
it’s her chance for success. She hasn’t reck-
oned, though, on going head to head with a 
mob chieftain who’s determined to take out 
any competition standing in the way of his 
grabbing those riches for himself. Stroby’s 
a lean prose stylist with a gift for creating 
tense and twisted thrillers.

ROBERT B. 
PARKER’S 
LULLABY
Ace Atkins
(May)

Just over two years after 
Parker’s passing at age 
77, Mississippi novelist 

Ace Atkins is bringing back his renowned 
Boston gumshoe, Spenser, for a 41st book-
length escapade—the opening install-
ment of a new series. Lullaby’s plot sounds 
like vintage Parker: Spenser is asked by a 
street-savvy 14-year-old, Mattie Sullivan, to 
look into the murder of her mother, Julie. 
She’s convinced the man imprisoned for 
that crime is innocent, and responsibility 
for Julie’s fatal stabbing lies instead with a 
couple of Southie drug dealers. Guys she 
saw wrestle her mother into a car. Guys she 
couldn’t get the cops to pursue. Even now 
the Boston Police aren’t interested in the 
case. But as Spenser digs into it, with help 
from his smart-mouthed sidekick, Hawk, 
he realizes Mattie may be right.

HAWKWOOD
James McGee
(May)

Originally published 
in Britain in 2006 as 
Ratcatcher, this swash-
buckling, thoroughly 
absorbing adventure 

introduces Matthew Hawkwood, a sol-
dier turned Bow Street Runner (one 
of a real-life, elite band of thief-takers) 

in early 19th-century London. Here 
he’s assigned to what sounds like a task 
beneath his talents: hunting down high-
waymen. Yet it provides him entry into an 
extensive conspiracy with international 
import, a case that will propel him into 
squalid alleyways and rococo mansions, 
ultimately leading him to a stolen military 
pouch and a French plot to undermine 
his country’s dominance of the seas. Let’s 
hope publisher Pegasus will eventually 
bring all four of McGee’s Hawkwood nov-
els to U.S. readers. They’re corkers!

THE YARD
Alex Grecian
(May)

Following Jack the Rip-
per’s 1888 reign of ter-
ror through London’s 
Whitechapel district, 
and with the city seem-

ing to grow more dangerous by the day, 
Scotland Yard creates the Murder Squad, a 
12-man unit designed to investigate killings 
of every sort, and—if all goes well—restore 
public faith in the Metropolitan Police. 
When one of those dozen detectives is 
himself killed, though, it falls to newly 
hired Murder Squad member Walter Day 
to bring the perpetrator to justice and, with 
assistance from the Yard’s first forensic 
pathologist, Dr. Bernard Kingsley, prevent 
the slaying of any more of Day’s colleagues. 
The Yard is chock-a-block with dramatic 
turns and dingy Victorian atmospherics.
 Also worth a look:

BLOOD ON THE MINK
Robert Silverberg
(April)

ONE RED BASTARD
Ed Lin
(April)

DORCHESTER TERRACE
Anne Perry
(April)

DON’T CRY THAI LAKE
Qiu Xiaolong
(April)

THE RECKONING
Jane Casey
(April)

GOLD MOUNTAIN
Vicki Delany
(April)

THE INQUISITOR
Mark Allen Smith
(April)

INTERLOCK
Gary Alexander
(April)

LADY, GO DIE
Max Allan Collins and Mickey Spillane
(May)

LEHRTER STATION
David Downing
(May)

THE STONECUTTER
Camilla Läckberg
(May)

AS THE CROW FLIES
Craig Johnson
(May)

THE LOLA QUARTET
Emily St. John Mandel
(May)

GETAWAY
Lisa Brackmann
(May).

9
J. Kingston Pierce is both the editor of 
The Rap Sheet and the senior editor of 
January Magazine.

“Let’s hope publisher Pegasus will  
eventually bring all four of McGee’s Hawkwood  

novels to U.S. readers. They’re corkers!”



GHOSTING
Gann, Kirby
Ig Publishing (286 pp.) 
$15.95 paperback  |  Apr. 10, 2012
978-19354394-7-9  

Mister Greuel never could abide chaos. 
Now “product” is missing, along with his 
best salesman, a “laker” named Fleece 
Skaggs. Such it is that sets a drug-dealing 
Kentucky enterprise unraveling in Gann’s 
(Our Napoleon in Rags, 2005, etc.) third novel.

The product is marijuana, albeit Mister (he insists upon 
the title) Greuel can provide crank, prescription drugs or such-
like to fit the customer’s needs. Fleece was the prime runner 
for Mister Greuel, who’s busy dying but thoroughly intent on 
finding the missing Fleece. James Cole Prather, always “swim-
ming furiously in the wake of his brother’s life,” also wants to 
find Fleece, his half brother, but out of filial duty imposed by 
their prescription drug–addicted mother, Lyda. In this book, 
an ephemeral code of loyalty and duty is rigidly enforced by 
blood family or blood violence. In the first few chapters, Gann 
moves the setting from an abandoned Catholic seminary to a 
gospel church, Christ World Emergent, led by a former addict 
named Gil Ponder, and then to Lake Holloway and a commu-
nity of edge-dwelling, hard-bitten ne’er-do-wells and sometime 
outlaws. In this mix there is Cole’s object of lust, Shady Beck, 
Audi-driving rich girl, ready to sit on Mister Greuel’s lap and 
partake of his marijuana. Gann peoples his tale with other 
riveting, memorable characters, including Arley Noe, “Blue 
Note” because of the illness-tinged skin color; Professor Mule, 
an enforcer with a tool kit and a taste for mystery novels; and 
Nathan Crutchfield, marijuana farmer and sometime philoso-
pher. The author has a gift for the right phrase and description. 
Unfolding with unflinching clarity and moral inevitability, this 
is a tale of love and loyalty, family and duty, naïveté and duplicity, 
played out on an amoral landscape of drugs and violence.

Hillbilly noir as literary fiction of the first order.

BOLETO
Hagy, Alyson
Graywolf (288 pp.) 
$24.00  |  May 8, 2012
978-1-55597-612-5  

He’s come of age, but the appealing 
young cowboy still has life lessons to 
learn in this beautifully observed third 
novel from Hagy (Snow, Ashes, 2007, etc.). 

Will Testerman knows horses. He 
was 8 when he bought a pony and 16 

when he started wrangling; he’s worked the rodeo circuit. But 
there’s little to keep him home on the small ranch outside Lost 
Cabin, Wyo. It can’t sustain his family. Both his embittered 
father and his brother Everett must work second jobs in town. 
Besides, Will, now 23, has a restless spirit. His father sees him as 

an impractical dreamer, but his schoolteacher mother encour-
ages him to spread his wings. Will tended her during her breast-
cancer scare; that’s now in remission. The novel opens with Will 
buying a beautiful 2-year-old filly for a bargain price. She will be 
a “development project” for the patient Will. He talks to her a 
lot, building trust. He won’t ride her yet (no saddle until she’s 
three), but they’ll be going to California together to meet Don 
Enrique. Hagy leaves the name hanging, a nice bit of suspense. 
First they will go to a guest ranch near Cody, where Will has a 
summer job as corral boss. Hagy demonstrates an easy mastery 
of her material; whether it’s horsey stuff, a sex scene or an ugly 
poker game, she nails it. The estancia in Anaheim is a shock. It 
turns out Don Enrique is an Argentine businessman who hosts 
polo games. His manager is a swine. Five frightened, underfed 
Argentine teenagers do the barn work. Will’s fantasy of learning 
the polo business, unwisely based on a single conversation with 
the Don, begins to crumble. Will his innate decency hobble 
him with this tough, mercenary crowd? And can he protect his 
beloved filly from these rapacious rich folks? It will prove a hard 
landing for them both.   

Plot lags behind character, but Hagy reads horses and 
people so well you won’t mind…so much.

OUR LADY OF  
ALICE BHATTI
Hanif, Mohammed
Knopf  (256 pp.) 
$25.95  |  May 31, 2012
978-0-307-95831-0  

In Hanif ’s (A Case of Exploding Man-
goes, 2008) second literary effort, Alice 
Bhatti lives in a land where “most of life’s 
arguments…got settled by doing various 
things to a woman’s body.”

Alice is a young nurse, a Christian, in 
Muslim Pakistan. Alice is a Choohra, an untouchable. Alice is 
also a graduate of Borstal Jail for Women and Children. That’s 
because outspoken Alice made an easy target at the end of her 
nursing training when blame needed to be affixed for a botched 
operation. Sentence complete, with the help of sympathetic 
but ineffectual Dr. Jamus Pereira, Alice has secured a nursing 
position at Sacred Heart Hospital for All Ailments near French 
Colony, Karachi’s Christian slum. Outsider and renegade, open-
hearted and cynical, Alice is a strikingly memorable character. 
Willing to help teenaged Noor nurse his cancer-filled mother, 
Alice is equally willing to defend herself by razor-nicking the 
male member of the family of a privileged patient. Hanif ’s 
setting is spot on: Karachi as Karachi-Western-misperceived, 
squalor and discrimination perfectly logical alongside the “Gen-
tlemen’s Squad,” an off-the-books police operation rough-rid-
ing through interrogations that produce dead witnesses. Alice 
is soon courted and married by Teddy Butt, a waxed-hairless, 
steroid-consuming body-builder and latent misogynist, who 

“provides valet parking for the angels of death” as the squad’s 
combination errand boy and clean-up man. Much of the first 
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two-thirds of the novel is focused on the artful setting and the 
deepening of character development, and then Alice, praying 

“in the heat of demented devotion,” resuscitates an apparently 
stillborn boy. Alice is certain there are scientific reasons for the 
baby springing to life, but rumors of miracles soon fly around 
the hospital and out among the want-to-be-patients languish-
ing under a courtyard tree called Old Doctor. It is there too that 
Alice rests to await her destiny.

Laced with humor, often ribald and iconoclastic, this 
is an insightful tale of pain and love, a story of a quest for 
humanity and grace in a desperate, chaotic society. 

RED CELL
Henshaw, Mark
Touchstone/Simon & Schuster (288 pp.) 
$24.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-4516-6193-4  

The Chinese are gearing up for a 
takeover of Taiwan, offering a scary 
vision of the future with the monstrous 
destruction of a Taiwanese naval base.

It’s up to CIA agent Kyra Stryker to 
retrieve a veteran undercover “asset” in 

Beijing who is now targeted by the Chinese and for U.S. Navy 
forces to stop China’s secret military weapon before it stops 
them. For his first novel, former CIA analyst Henshaw draws 
upon his stint with the agency’s Red Cell unit, formed by CIA 
director George Tenet two days after 9/11 as a source of alter-
native, unconventional intelligence. That’s where Stryker lands 
after her first mission (in Venezuela) goes bad due to no fault of 
her own. Teamed with straight-shooting analyst Jonathan Burke 
under agreeable CIA director Kathryn Cooke, Stryker detects 
patterns of unrest involving Chinese spies in Taiwan and plans 
for re-unifying it with the mainland. What U.S. President Harry 
Stuart doesn’t know in his hard-nosed exchanges with Chinese 
President Tian Kai is that the People’s Liberation Army is in 
possession of Assassin’s Mace, a weapon with frightening capa-
bilities. Cutting back and forth among countries and locales, 
the novel turns up the tension, taking time to provide first-rate 
descriptions of scenery and technology. Stryker, a role in wait-
ing for Keira Knightley, proves as good an action hero as intelli-
gence gatherer. She takes a bullet to the arm and an elbow to the 
chops and keeps running. Pioneer is a classic burnout who has 
been under stress for so long he doesn’t know who he’s angry 
at anymore. The novel doesn’t have the dimensions that distin-
guish the best spy thrillers—it has the feel of the pilot for an 
ongoing series. But it’s a lean and efficient effort fueled by an 
infrequent quality: believability.

In this deft novel of intelligence, the CIA actually shines. 
(Agent: Jason Yarn)

BLUE ASYLUM
Hepinstall, Kathy
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt  (288 pp.) 
$24.00  |  Apr. 10, 2012
978-0-547-71207-9  

Iris Dunleavy is an abolitionist mar-
ried to a slaveholder, a sane woman com-
mitted to an insane asylum, a married 
woman falling in love with another man.

Hepinstall’s latest novel (Prince of 
Lost Places, 2003, etc.) refracts the Civil 

War through the lenses of parallel conflicts: husbands and wives, 
fathers and sons, doctors and patients. Given rich psychological 
dimensions, each character strives to negotiate the lines balanc-
ing desire and control, power and compassion. The lines con-
verge within the character of Iris, who longs for adventure. She 
has lived a comfortable, secure girlhood, and boys are lined up 
wanting to marry her. But all those boys are too familiar, so when 
Robert Dunleavy, plantation owner and slaveholder, comes to 
town, Iris is enthralled. Despite her father’s misgivings, Iris mar-
ries Robert and enters married life happily—until she discovers 
the ugly underbelly of slavery. After embarrassing Robert, Iris is 
committed to Sanibel Asylum, populated with souls disturbed by 
the sheer difficulty of living. Along the way, three men enter Iris’ 
life. Dr. Cowell hides his desire for power under the veneer of the 
consummate medical professional. Proud of his research linking 
the suffragette movement to increasing numbers of women com-
mitted to insane asylums, Cowell despairs of reforming Iris into a 
proper, submissive wife. Or perhaps his feelings run in a less-pro-
fessional vein? Cowell’s son, Wendell, on the cusp of adulthood, 
is just beginning to learn about the roles society imposes on men 
and women. Troubled by his memories of a past patient, Wen-
dell is drawn to Iris, yet he, too, struggles to understand his own 
desires. And, finally, there is Ambrose Weller, a darkly handsome 
Confederate soldier haunted by mysterious memories. What can 
heal him? Cowell’s therapies? Or Iris’ love?

A fine novel embroidered with rich imagery.

BOARDED WINDOWS
Hicks, Dylan
Coffee House  (254 pp.) 
$16.00 paperback  |  May 15, 2012
978-1-56689-297-1  

Hicks delivers a postmodern novel 
likely to appeal to a segment of sophisti-
cated 21st-century readers.

The unnamed narrator was born to a 
drug-addled woman, Martha, who gave 
him up to her girlfriend Marleen for 

adoption. Wade, who is into music and drug-dealing, lives with 
Marleen and serves as a sort-of stepfather (and perhaps biologi-
cal father) to said narrator (let’s call him S.N.). Wade plans to go 
to Berlin to become a DJ. S.N. has many orgasms. Wade goes to 
Berlin. Story ends. Oversimplified? Yes, but not by much. Do 
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not expect a plot. Interspersed with flashes of brilliant writing, 
this book is a page-turner only in the let’s-get-this-over-with 
sense of the phrase. S.N. isn’t a bad person, but who cares about 
his sexual activities (they’re not even exploits)? Who cares that 
Wanda wants him to ejaculate for target practice? For almost 
half a page, S.N. plays with a pile of his dandruff and loose hair, 
imagining them to be comets and stars. Surprisingly, that brings 
this review to something positive. Hicks is a terrific writer who 
can craft a simile with the best of them. Some of his wordplay 
makes the read almost worth the while (“icicles hanging from 
its grille like drool from a Saint Bernard”), but then he gets artsy, 
filling pages with erudite references that seem designed only 
to impress. The main issue isn’t his writing but his storytelling. 
Readers expect a progression: S.N. wants something important 
(other than sex, which is much too easy). He encounters obsta-
cles and shows his mettle by how he faces them. An antagonist 
has conflicting wants. Ultimately, S.N. either triumphs or fails, 
and we see what, besides testicular tissue, he is made of.

Read this book to admire Hicks’ mastery of language, for the 
titillating sexual references and for the interesting characters. 
But if you want a story with a point, Hicks misses the target.

PRAGUE FATALE
Kerr, Philip
Marian Wood/Putnam  (416 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Apr. 12, 2012
978-0-399-15902-2  

Good cop and confirmed Nazi-hater 
Bernie Gunther (Field Gray, 2011, etc.) 
lands in the middle of a homicidal riddle.

September, 1941, and here’s Bernie 
back in Berlin from the Eastern Front, 
where he’s seen enough horror to pre-

clude easy sleep for the rest of his life. More than ever he despises 
everything the Nazis stand for, and just as much as ever he’s 
under their thumb. The good news is, he’s out of the army and 
once again a Kripo homicide detective, but the job is far from 
what it was in the days before Germany became Hitler’s, a time 
when Bernie relished the work and took justifiable pride in his 
hard-earned expertise. And of course the bad news is Kripo is 
now controlled by that arch villain, and boss of the SS, Reinhard 

“the Hangman” Heydrich, meaning that an investigation is only 
what Heydrich wants it to be. Suddenly that’s precisely the kind 
of dubious investigation Bernie finds himself conducting. From 
Hradschin Castle in Prague, where the newly appointed Reich-
sprotector holds court, has come a summons to appear immedi-
ately. It seems someone has attempted to poison Heydrich; that 
being the case, Bernie, the designated Reichsprotector’s detec-
tive, is required to nail the brazen culprit. At the moment, 39 
high-ranking Nazis are guests at the castle. Knowing how little 
love is lost among those prominent in Hitlerian circles, Bernie 
figures he’s got 39 prime suspects, though it strikes him as a bit 
on the foolhardy side that the attempt should be made in the 
Hangman’s own stronghold. And yet, he decides, in a house “full 
of murderers, anything is possible.”

Bernie’s voice—ironic, mordantly funny, inimitable—
reflects a world-weary journey. Still—and this is the enter-
taining heart of the matter—readers are never permitted 
to forget that survival is his religion.

SNIPER
Lilin, Nicolai
Norton  (416 pp.) 
$24.95  |  May 28, 2012
978-0-393-08211-1  

Conscripted into the Russian army, 
a rebellious 18-year-old bent on fleeing 
military service has his attitude adjusted 
when he is forcibly detained, subjected 
to dehumanizing training tactics and 
sent off to fight in Chechnya.

In Siberian Education (2011), Lilin wrote of growing up among 
criminals in the small Soviet republic of Transnistria. Here, as 

“Nicolai,” he presents a fictionalized first-person account of his 
horrific experiences in the Chechen War. His cockiness cooled 
by a few days in a hellish prison, the young draftee quickly rises 
in the ranks thanks to his hunting and target-shooting experi-
ence and frightening proficiency with a Kalashnikov assault 
rifle. After acclimating to his new existence collecting dead 
body parts from a bloodstained landscape, he becomes a mem-
ber of the “saboteurs,” an elite group whose primary function is 
to shoot opposing forces in the head from a safe distance. The 
enemy is mainly small Islamic units wreaking havoc on the Rus-
sians. The book documents the conflict, scene by brutal scene, 
in straightforward fashion, reaching maximum grisliness when 
Nicolai’s gonzo superior matter-of-factly cuts the skin off a cap-
tured soldier with a knife. The narrative is full of memorable 
images: “heads shattered like ceramic vases,” deaths “poor in 
movement” because of the speed and suddenness of the snip-
er’s bullet. “The rhythmic sound of the bullets...made me feel 
the calm and comfort you feel when you climb into a bed with 
clean, warm sheets after a day of being tired and cold,” Nico-
lai says. As powerfully observed as this book is, its straightfor-
ward approach is a bit of a letdown following an opening that 
promises a more cutting, offbeat, Catch-22–style antiwar com-
mentary. Happy to transcend grunt status, Nicolai buys into the 
camaraderie among soldiers and derives satisfaction from doing 
his job well. His descriptions of a sniper’s existence sometimes 
take on the casual tone reminiscent of the voiced-over spy tips 
on the TV show Burn Notice.

This firsthand account of the Chechen War is light on 
politics but heavy on the grim reality of mindless killing. 

7 9 0   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 1 2   |   f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s r e v i e w s . c o m   |  



THE PRISONER’S WIFE 
Macdonald, Gerard
Dunne/St. Martin’s  (304 pp.) 
$25.99  |  May 8, 2012
978-0-312-59180-9  

Living in Paris in 2004, former CIA 
spy Shawn Maguire accepts a freelance job 
to find an Iranian named Darius Osmani.

Abducted by the CIA after claim-
ing to have information about a nuclear 
device, Osmani is being interrogated in 

one of its secret “black prisons” as a suspected terrorist. Magu-
ire’s efforts to track him and avoid his own downfall are com-
plicated by his attraction to Osmani’s wife, Danielle. Maguire 
was drummed out of the CIA for drinking and violent behav-
ior. A major burnout, he’s out of money, attending meetings for 
sex addiction, mourning the death of his wife and under pres-
sure from his former bosses to do a nasty job for them. As spies 
go, Maguire is a decent, straight-shooting soul—and not only 
when he’s putting his skills as a sniper to work. As he searches 
for Osmani, on a road that takes him and Danielle to Morocco, 
Egypt and the political danger zone of Pakistan—where U.S. 
intelligence has secret plans for the soon-to-be-reinstated 
female prime minister—he must remain on his toes with the 
seductive wife and his old CIA pal Bobby, who is still with the 
Company. Conspiracies abound in this book, a sophisticated 
and suspenseful effort with crackling dialogue and evocative 
scenery. Maguire is a first-rate protagonist, complicated and 
heroic. And the book does a great job capturing the casual law-
lessness of the American intelligence effort via its rendition 
campaigns and the propping up or deposing of criminal leaders 
depending on America’s needs. For those who wondered where 
spy novels could go in the aftermath of the Cold War, John le 
Carré isn’t the only one providing the answers. They also can be 
found here and, one hopes, in a batch of sequels.

Though this is McDonald’s first adult novel, it boasts 
the assurance and authority of a veteran spymaster, mak-
ing us feel like we’ve been reading this author for years. 

THE SPOILER 
McAfee, Annalena
Knopf  (304 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Apr. 18, 2012
978-0-307-95734-4  

A sharp, intelligent novel about “old” 
journalism, “new” journalism and the 
moral gap between the two.

Pulitzer prize–winning journalist 
Honor Tait is 80 years old, and some of 
her vintage pieces of reporting are being 

re-released in book form. She has had a distinguished career and 
won the Pulitzer for her reporting from Buchenwald in April 
of 1945. But 1997, the year in which the novel is set, discloses 
a different type of reporting when Tamara Sim is asked to do 

an interview of the crusty, reclusive and highly intelligent older 
woman for S*nday, a journal whose clientele is more interested 
in scandal than in truth or integrity. Tait has indeed had some-
thing of a lurid life, one that would be sure to titillate S*nday 
readers, for she’s had three husbands, countless lovers and is 
rumored—even at the age of 80—to pay for sex with younger 
men. Tamara’s initial interview goes badly because she feels 
Tait’s contempt for what she’s doing, but Tamara keeps pursu-
ing the story, for she wants to dig deeper into the scandalous 
doings Tait has told her about—a love affair with Bing Crosby, 
for example, cocaine use and wild Hollywood parties. Tamara 
hopes her reporting will make her reputation and elevate her 
status from her previous position on Psst! magazine, but it 
becomes clear that Tait has been stringing Tamara along until 
truth has gotten swallowed in speculation. And although Tait 
has not published her journalistic writing for decades, she’s still 
working on one more memory from her Buchenwald experi-
ence that she’s repressed for over 50 years.

McAfee writes with sparkling intelligence and raises seri-
ous issues about the relationship between reporting and truth.

THE LAND OF DECORATION
McCleen, Grace
Henry Holt  (320 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Apr. 1, 2012
978-0-8050-9494-7  

The tribulations of a girl who thinks 
she can work miracles.

Ten-year-old Judith McPherson 
doesn’t have an easy time of it at home 
or in school. Her widowed father belongs 
to a fundamentalist Christian sect that 

believes Armageddon is imminent; their weekend forays bring-
ing the good/bad news to their neighbors in a provincial English 
factory town make her the butt of ruthless bullying by her class-
mates, in particular the odious Neil Lewis. Judith takes refuge 
from it all by crafting from trash picked up on the street a minia-
ture world in her bedroom she calls the Land of Decoration, after 
the paradise flowing with milk and honey described in the Bible. 
Threatened with a particularly gruesome punishment by Neil, 
Judith follows the guidance of an internal voice she later identi-
fies as God and places cotton snow all over the Land of Decora-
tion; when an October blizzard closes school the next day, she’s 
convinced she has wrought a miracle, and essays a few more to 
punish nasty Neil. With the arrival of a kindly new teacher who 
puts a stop to Neil’s bullying, it seems Judith’s troubles may be 
over, but they only get worse. Her father’s refusal to participate 
in a strike (“Caesar’s things to Caesar,” he explains to Judith) leads 
to bad feelings with a coworker who happens to be Neil’s brutal 
father. Neil leads a gang of boys in increasingly violent attacks 
on the McPhersons’ house, and her father’s furious response ulti-
mately leads to his estrangement from their church. Judith thinks 
her miracles are to blame for the whole mess and comes scarily 
close to suicide before she realizes that her sad, distant father 
really does love her. Debut author McCleen creates a believable, 
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compelling voice for the youthful narrator, and her portrait of a 
bereaved father is equally affecting, though the novel’s claustro-
phobic atmosphere will not be to everyone’s taste.

An odd but haunting debut.

HAWKWOOD
McGee, James
Pegasus Crime  (416 pp.) 
$25.95  |  May 15, 2012
978-1-60598-368-4  

Even though he’s a Bow Street Run-
ner, Matthew Hawkwood can get caught 
up in international intrigue.

The dashingly mysterious Hawkwood 
is entirely suitable as a Regency-era James 
Bond. Hawkwood’s reputation for intelli-

gence and bravery earned him a spot working for the chief magis-
trate, James Read, at the Bow Street Public Office. He’s a Runner, 
a top-level investigator, tackling the toughest assignments. Even 
though Bonaparte is still messing about on the continent, Hawk-
wood, a veteran of the famed 95th Rifles in Wellington’s Peninsu-
lar War, needed assignment elsewhere because he killed the son 
of an aristocrat in a duel. Now Hawkwood has been assigned to 
find the pair of highwaymen who killed a Royal Navy courier out-
side of London, but there’s more afoot, and Hawkwood doesn’t 
get all the story. McGee (Ratcatcher, 2006, etc.) decorates his 
adventure with historical personages and incidents, including 
the American Robert Fulton’s attempt to sell the British or the 
French, or both, a “submersible” to deliver a “torpedo” capable 
of sinking a ship of the line. There are the requisite good guys, 
including a patriotic clockmaker; an appropriate number of trai-
tors among the aristocracy and the admiralty; and a beauty to be 
bedded, Catherine de Varesne, a French woman posing as a refu-
gee royalist while working to further the emperor’s ambitions. 
The story is slow to come together, although pleasantly intrigu-
ing in atmosphere, but seemingly lacking one big bad villain for 
the reader to want to see drawn and quartered. The derring-do is 
close to standard, and McGee’s characterizations are easy to 
buy into, especially well-sketched minor players like Nathan-
iel Jago, Hawkwood’s sergeant from his days in the 95th, and 
Ezra Twigg, Read’s never-to-be-outwitted assistant. The best 
of the writing, however, comes through McGee’s capacity for 
rendering Regency-era London, from the street corner God-
botherers to the ubiquitous packs of feral children to the 
footpads and ne’er-do-wells lurking in the grimiest corners of 
cesspools like St. Giles Rookery. 

Acceptable action. Vague villainy. Intriguing milieu.

THE YEAR OF   
THE GADFLY
Miller, Jennifer
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt  (384 pp.) 
$24.00  |  May 8, 2012
978-0-547-54859-3  

Journalist Miller (Inheriting the Holy 
Land, 2005) makes her fiction debut with 
a smoldering mystery set in a New Eng-
land prep school.

Iris Dupont’s parents have relocated 
to western Massachusetts, ostensibly so she can attend the 
prestigious Mariana Academy, but really because they’re wor-
ried about Iris. Her best friend Dalia recently committed sui-
cide, and Iris has been observed talking to a wall—actually, she 
confides, she’s talking to her idol, Edward R. Murrow, and, yes, 
she knows he’s dead; but their imaginary conversations help 
smart, ambitious Iris sort out her feelings and remain focused 
on her goal of becoming a great journalist. She gets plenty to 
investigate, beginning with a science book containing a myste-
rious inscription that she finds in the bedroom of Lily Morgan, 
daughter of Mariana’s former headmaster. The Duponts are 
temporarily staying in the absent Morgans’ house, a rare con-
trived premise in an otherwise well-plotted tale that mingles 
first-person narrations by Iris and biology teacher Jonah Kaplan, 
who was once a student at Mariana, with the grim story of Lily’s 
ordeal and departure from Mariana in 2000. The novel occa-
sionally recalls Donna Tartt’s The Secret History (1992), with its 
tale of a covert student group (Prisom’s Party in this case) up to 
no good, but it’s far less pretentious, and Miller’s portrait of the 
way basically decent kids get sucked into destructive behavior 
is more credible. Prisom’s Party does engage in some very ugly 
antics, however, and as Mariana’s scandal-racked history unfolds 
through Iris’ detective work, we see that Jonah was implicated 
in past wrongdoing as well. The author skillfully ratchets up the 
tension as Iris (and the reader) finds it harder and harder to tell 
who the good guys are, particularly after Prisom’s Party sends 
an appealing boy to recruit her. It’s scarily possible that she will 
come to share Jonah’s guilt and grief, as she is manipulated into 
the sort of betrayal that shattered Lily’s life.

A gripping thrill ride that’s also a thoughtful coming-
of-age story. (Author tour to Boston, New York and Washington, 
D.C. Agent: Mollie Glick)

THE HUNGER ANGEL
Müller, Herta
Translated by Boehm, Philip
Metropolitan/Henry Holt  (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 24, 2012
978-0-8050-9301-8  

This novel of the Gulag was first pub-
lished in Germany in 2009, the same year 
that its German-Romanian author won 
the Nobel Prize. 
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Müller was born in 1953 and raised in a German-speaking 
enclave of Romania. In 1945 the Red Army had deported thou-
sands from these enclaves to forced labor camps on the Rus-
sian steppe. Years later, the recollections of one of the former 
deportees inspired her to write this novel. Her narrator, 17-year-
old Leo Auberg, has just started having sex with men in the park, 
fearfully, risking jail; when the soldiers come calling, he’s glad 
to escape his watchful small town. That gladness disappears on 
the cattle cars. Dignity goes too, as the deportees are ordered 
off the train to do their business in a snowy field. What follows 
are dozens of short sections as Leo riffs on conditions in the 
camp. He will do different kinds of work: unloading coal, ser-
vicing the boilers, loading pitch in a trench. That last assign-
ment is life-threatening, but before he succumbs to a fever Leo 
notes that “the air shimmered, like an organza cape made of 
glass dust.” The poetic sensibility sets the novel apart. There 
is a much-hated adjutant, a German like themselves, but it is 
hunger, death’s henchman, that is their greatest adversary. Leo 
fights it in practical ways: begging door to door, saving or trad-
ing his bread (echoes of Solzhenitsyn). But he also uses a kind 
of reverse psychology when he calls this devil hunger an angel. 
The inversion is crucial to Leo’s morale and survival. Keep the 
enemy off balance. Flatter him; be gallant. This may sound 
whimsical, but there is steel in the writing.

Müller’s work is not without flaws. Leo’s sexual orienta-
tion is not well integrated into the narrative; his post-camp 
experiences are too compressed. The novel is still a notable 
addition to labor camp literature.

CHILDREN IN   
REINDEER WOODS
Ómarsdóttir, Kristín
Translated by Smith, Lytton
Open Letter  (198 pp.) 
$14.95 paperback  |  Apr. 17, 2012
978-1-934824-35-1  

A literary allegory filled with truths and 
absurdities about the human condition.

An unspecified army invades an 
unspecified country. Three soldiers arrive 

at a farm that is also a “temporary home for children” named 
Children in Reindeer Woods. Without apparent motive, they 
murder everyone except an 11-year-old girl, Billie. Then the 
soldier named Rafael murders his comrades. Now he wants to 
stop killing and become a farmer. Billie is oddly unmoved by 
the killings and becomes his (platonic) companion as he tries to 
remake himself into a peaceful human being. Meanwhile, pup-
pet masters on another planet pull strings as they try to manipu-
late events on Earth. This novel, translated from the Icelandic, 
takes getting used to. Many phrases are repeated numerous 
times, giving the story a strange cadence not often seen in West-
ern literature. The characters are not from a particular country 
or a particular culture; they are from everywhere or anywhere 
or nowhere. Rafael wants to transform himself from every-sol-
dier to everyman. Can he go from blowing up bombs to helping 

Billie play with her Barbies? Others pass through Reindeer 
Woods, such as the wandering nun who stays overnight and 
either sleeps with Rafael or doesn’t. Rafael shoots off one of his 
toes every time he fails to live up to his own standards, but pain, 
bleeding and infection seem not to hobble him as he tends his 
cows and sheep. Despite all the bodies Rafael buries, there is 
also humor buried in the tale—not hilarity, but perhaps a few 
wry smiles at mankind’s foibles.

This is the first of Icelandic author Ómarsdóttir’s nov-
els to appear in English, and it shouldn’t be the last. Some-
where in the reader’s mind, Catch-22 echoes faintly.

MORE LIKE HER
Palmer, Liza
Morrow/HarperCollins (336 pp.) 
$14.99 paperback  |  Apr. 17, 2012
978-0-06-200746-9  

After escaping death in a school shoot-
ing, a mild-mannered woman begins to 
demand a little respect.

New headmistress in the Markham 
School Emma Dunham is beautiful and 
accomplished—a kind of Grace Kelly 

figure in the stuffy staff lounge. She is just the kind of woman 
speech therapist Frannie Reid would like to be, but that would 
require a kind of easy confidence she can’t imagine. Frannie does 
have a cheering team—Jill, a fellow therapist at Markham, and 
Lisa, a new science teacher. Their relationship is palpable—they 
swear and joke and snipe like real friends—and the two encour-
age Frannie to date since pompous Ryan, head of the history 
department, dumped her. On a rare faculty night out, she meets 
Sam. An architect working on an expansion to the school, he is 
handsome, has a lovely Southern drawl and really gets Frannie. 
It feels like kismet until the night of Emma Dunham’s birthday 
party at the school. Emma’s creepy husband Jamie walks in and 
shoots Emma in the head. He spins around and begins aiming 
at anyone close enough, and then Sam gets hold of the gun and 
shoots. Afterward Sam goes home with Frannie to change out 
of their bloody clothes, and they have desperate, frightened, 
bone-shattering, love-inducing sex. And then, they don’t see 
each other for a very long time. Sam is coming to terms with 
having killed a man (while being praised as a hero) and Frannie 
is wondering why the woman she wanted to emulate turned out 
to be an abused wife. Although the romance between Sam and 
Frannie has pull, Palmer spins a few enticing subplots: Frannie 
adopts Emma’s beautiful dog, Lisa and fellow architect Grady 
decide to marry after the shock of the shooting, Frannie con-
tacts Emma’s estranged sister and finds that their childhood 
primed Emma for a life of abuse. All this has to happen before 
Frannie and Sam can decide whether their relationship can sur-
vive the shooting.

Palmer brings wit and wisdom to her tale of love, dam-
age and self-acceptance. (California regional author appearances)
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THE OTHER SHOE
Pavelich, Matt
Counterpoint  (334 pp.) 
$16.95 paperback  |  Mar. 1, 2012
978-1-58243-795-8  

On an isolated slope in Montana’s 
Rocky Mountains, at a place called 
Fitchet Creek, Calvin Teague lies dead.

Calvin is dead, but he wasn’t murdered. 
Pavelich’s (Our Savage, 2004) novel isn’t a 
mystery. It’s a literary study of the lives of 

outliers, a story of love, of sacrifice, of a man with a sense of respon-
sibility as clear as the mountain air. Calvin’s car quit near the hamlet 
of Red Plain. No money for repairs, he’d set out afoot westward. 
But Calvin was inept in the wilderness, nearly drowned in a river, 
only to be discovered stumbling along a highway by Karen Brusett, 
a young woman near his age. Karen’s husband is Henry Brusett, a 
solitary man who found his worth in the hard, honest work of har-
vesting timber, work that stranded him in middle-age, fractured in 
body and personality. Addicted to pain pills and solitude, Henry 
cares platonically, guiltily, for Karen, not half his age, needing only 

“the favor of seeing her… of attending so closely to her existence as 
to know her shifting essence.” Karen, raised in an atmosphere of 
neglect and piety, latched onto Henry because he alone saw her as 
a person of value, of potential. Pavelich masterfully gives charac-
ters life: naive Calvin, dead out of misdirected desire; the damaged 
and mismatched Brusetts, wanting only the peace of their moun-
taintop Eden; Hoot Meyers, county attorney; and Giselle Meany, 
public defender and perplexed single mother whose dedication 
overrides ambition. After Calvin is found dead, Henry is arrested. 
The second half of the narrative chronicles his incarceration and 
Karen’s reaction. Marred only by one unresolved narrative thread, 
Pavelich’s novel is an accomplished and affecting story of love and 
loyalty, accountability and honor.

The powerful concluding scenes race like thunder-
storms across the Rockies in this arresting work.

THESE GIRLS
Pekkanen, Sarah
Washington Square/Pocket  (352 pp.) 
$15.00 paperback  |  Apr. 10, 2012
978-1-4516-1254-7  

Pekkanen’s (Skipping a Beat, 2011, etc.)  
latest showcases her penchant for exploring 
relationships wrapped in big-city trappings.

Cate, the features editor for a big-
time New York–based women’s maga-
zine called Gloss, and Renee, an associate 

editor at the same publication, share an apartment the size of 
a postage stamp with oft-absent model Naomi. When Naomi 
ditches the pair, hunky writer Trey asks if his seriously damaged 
younger sister, Abby, can move into Naomi’s room while he’s 
on the road. Trey, who picks up National Magazine Awards as 
casually as after-dinner mints, happens to be the hottest thing 

around, both professionally and as dating material. Renee had 
an awkward couple of dates with Trey and nurses the hope that 
she will one day win him over. In the meantime, she’s trying 
hard to win the position of beauty editor at Gloss but is pitted 
against two others for the promotion. Determined to bag the 
job, Renee starts taking the diet pills that Naomi left behind 
in an attempt to lose weight, while Cate struggles with try-
ing to prove her mettle in the magazine business to a lecher-
ous and demanding boss. All three women harbor secrets that 
could bring them public humiliation and/or turn their worlds 
upside down, and Pekkanen’s story traces the ways in which the 
three work toward making themselves whole while forging a 
friendship that will outlast disappointments in life and love. A 
bit heavy on clichés and coincidences, this is a breezy but unin-
volving read that revolves around an industry rife with job inse-
curity. Pekkanen peppers the book with celebrity names and 
pop-culture references and loads down her prose with unneces-
sarily detailed descriptions of the characters’ hair, clothes and 
makeup, but she redeems herself with an unexpected ending. 
Good fun overall, though the speed at which the female char-
acters bond rings false.

An entertaining but not very memorable take on mod-
ern love and life in the Big Apple.

CRYSTAL GARDENS
Quick, Amanda
Putnam  (336 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Apr. 24, 2012
978-0-399-15908-4  

A psychic spinster meets her match in 
a dark, equally gifted stranger, in Quick’s 
Ladies of Lantern Street series launch.

Evangeline, of good breeding but 
approaching 30 and penniless, is deemed 
unmarriageable by Victorian society, but 

luckily she has not had to enter service or support herself as a 
governess. She is a paid companion, but for a most exclusive and 
remunerative agency, Flint & Marsh, which deploys clairvoy-
ants as private eyes to the moneyed classes. Undercover in her 
dowdy disguise, Evangeline recently completed her latest assign-
ment: exposing as a fortune hunter a young man, Douglas, who 
was courting an heiress. However, Evangeline wasn’t expecting 
Douglas to exact revenge. (The two were not unacquainted in the 
past.) When she’s forced to use psychic power to immobilize him, 
resulting in his death, Flint & Marsh sends her to a country cot-
tage to recuperate (where she can devote some time to writing the 
melodramatic novels which are her real passion, at least until her 
landlord, Lucas Sebastian, comes along). When a London thug, 
Hobson, breaks into the cottage, knife at the ready, Evangeline 
manages to escape to Crystal Gardens, the mansion newly pur-
chased by Lucas. As Lucas and his hired man Stone deflect the 
threat by luring Hobson into a menacing maze of carnivorous 
greenery, Evangeline cannot deny the powerful pull Lucas exer-
cises on her, in both the paranormal and sensual realms. All too 
soon, however, an invasion of his relatives dampens the budding 
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“The powerful concluding scenes  
race like thunderstorms  

across the Rockies in this arresting work.”
from the other shoe



romance, as Lucas and Evangeline try to contain their ardor long 
enough to solve several mysteries—e.g., who murdered the former 
master of Crystal Gardens, Lucas’ Uncle Chester, a reputed mad-
man whose botanical experiments have run amok in the gardens? 
Who hired Hobson to kill Evangeline? Is there really Roman 
treasure buried on the estate? These questions are overshadowed 
by the book’s main focus: ensuring that the course of true love is 
strewn with as many obstacles, psychic and otherwise, as possible.

Delivers all that Quick fans swoon over.

THE WITNESS
Roberts, Nora
Putnam  (496 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Apr. 17, 2012
978-0-399-15912-1  

A young woman in hiding from the 
Russian mob faces a difficult decision 
when she falls in love with a cop.

Abigail, 28, lives alone in the bucolic 
hamlet of Bickford, Ark., in an isolated 
house, fortified with firearms, a state-of-

the-art alarm system and a vicious dog named Bert. When the 
town’s genial police chief, Brooks, suspects Abigail is packing 
while shopping for gourmet groceries, his curiosity soon morphs 
into courtship. Although she finds herself drawn to Brooks and 
to his welcoming, bohemian family, Abigail dares not reveal that 
her real name is Liz—which is not the only way in which she 
appears to be Roberts’ answer to The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. 
Gifted with an eidetic memory, an IQ over 200 and an affinity 
for cool, calculated mayhem, Liz/Abigail is a skilled hacker and 
a highly paid security consultant. In her spare time she investi-
gates the Russian mob and the crooked federal agents who are 
responsible for her current predicament; whenever possible, she 
throws virtual monkey wrenches into the mob’s Internet scams. 
When she witnesses an altercation between Brooks and the wast-
rel son of a local magnate, she’s thrust back into the horror of 
the last time she witnessed a crime. At 16, rebelling against an 
unloving, controlling mother, Liz and a girlfriend, Julie, visited 
a Chicago nightclub run by the Russian Mafia, where Ilya, son 
of gang kingpin Sergei, and Alexi, a cousin, seduced them with 
Cosmos. Later, at Alexi’s lakeside home, Liz was an unseen wit-
ness to a hit on Alexi by Sergei’s enforcers, who also killed Julie. 
Managing to escape, Liz was forced to run again when two dirty 
FBI agents destroyed her safe house and murdered her guards. A 
person of interest to both the Feds and the mob, she’s been on 
the lam for 12 years. Before they can marry, Brooks must help Liz 
come in from the cold.

A promising start to a series, provided Roberts can 
flesh out her derivative heroine.

SECONDWORLD
Robinson, Jeremy
St. Martin’s  (352 pp.) 
$25.99  |  May 22, 2012
978-0-312-61786-8  

One of the only survivors of a bizarre 
holocaust in Miami caused by lethal red 
flakes falling from the sky, NCIS agent 
Lincoln Miller must defuse a late-develop-
ing plot hatched by the Nazis to reboot the 
planet with Aryans by killing everyone else.

In the initial attacks, Tokyo and Tel Aviv also lose millions 
of people to the ghastly storms, which deplete the target areas 
of oxygen and poison anyone who comes into contact with the 
deposits. Miller, a former SEAL who was underwater when 
Miami receives its lethal rainfall, becomes the president’s 
go-to guy to save the world. Before he can take on the bad 
guys, he has to figure out how to keep breathing (he collects 
abandoned SCUBA tanks). Then he has to evade grim-faced 
snipers and assassins and survive an assortment of gunshots, 
car crashes and blows to the head. With sidekicks including 
a German female Interpol agent whose grandparents were 
among the scientists participating in hideous Nazi experi-
ments, Miller discovers that thousands of stealth antigravity 
satellites are hovering up above to capture refined iron and 
shoot it downward as toxic ammo. His desperate efforts take 
him from New Hampshire to Europe to Antarctica, and from 
abject fear to wisecracks. Has he really turned his cell phone 
into a targeting device for a nuclear missile, he’s asked. “That a 
problem?” he replies. A brisk thriller with neatly timed action 
sequences, snappy dialogue and the ultimate sympathetic fig-
ure in a badly burned little girl with a fighting spirit, this novel 
doesn’t waste time addressing such matters as why the fate of 
the world rests in the hands of one man.

The Nazis are determined to have the last gruesome 
laugh in this efficient doomsday thriller. 

THE DETOUR
Romano-Lax, Andromeda
Soho (320 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Feb. 14, 2012
978-1-61695-049-1  

From the author of The Spanish Bow 
(2007), a somewhat less successful soph-
omore outing.

The task of 26-year-old Ernst 
Vogler, a minor functionary for the 
Third Reich’s Special Projects divi-

sion, looks straightforward enough. He’s to travel to Rome 
and oversee the packing of the classical statue The Discus 
Thrower, recently purchased on the express instructions of 
Hitler, the former art student known to his underlings as 
Der Kunstsammler. Then Vogler is to accompany Italian twins 
Enzo and Cosimo as they transport the statue to the border, 

|   k i r k u s r e v i e w s . c o m   |   f i c t i o n   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 1 2   |   7 9 5



7 9 6   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 1 2   |   f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s r e v i e w s . c o m   |  

where it will be handed over to the Gestapo, and he will get 
back to the safety of his desk. But things go immediately 
awry. Vogler, a callow young art expert who favors the “deep, 
clean, and relatively painless cut of narrow knowledge” to the 
messiness of politics or larger cultural issues—and who has 
been tapped for this plum job in part because he appeared, 
by sheer accident, to have expressed public contempt for a 
black American athlete in the 1936 Berlin Olympics—finds 
that he lacks the needed linguistic and cultural skills to navi-
gate languid, un-orderly, sentimental Italy. To avoid a threat-
ened theft or double-cross, his drivers take to rustic side 
roads, a tactic that slows the pace and jeopardizes Vogler’s 
deadline. Then it becomes apparent that the brothers have 
higher priorities than the job at hand: romances, marriage 
proposals, rivalries, a perilous entanglement with criminals. 
After a series of escalating misadventures, Vogler finds him-
self marooned in an Italian pastoral family life that may be 
dolce around the edges, but that is also extremely dangerous. 
Along the way, though, he surrenders himself both to the 
adventure and to a surprising (and not quite believable) love. 
The historical context is fascinating and atmospheric, but 
the novel wavers between suspense and romance and never 
quite convinces as either.

Hews too close to stereotype. Not bad, but mildly 
disappointing.

STOLEN PREY
Sandford, John
Putnam  (416 pp.) 
$27.95  |  May 15, 2012
978-0-399-15768-4  

Lucas Davenport takes the scenic 
route toward a confrontation with the 
two practiced crooks who had the bad 
luck to rob him.

Just as he’s leaving an ATM with 
$500, the star of Minnesota’s Bureau of 

Criminal Apprehension is held up by a pair of obvious meth 
users, a man and a woman. Naturally, Lucas vows vengeance. 
Before he can catch up with the pair, however, he and his team 
will have to wade through a thicket of unrelated violence vis-
ited on the Midwest by a trio of Mexican gunslingers. The hit 
men, whom Sandford (Buried Prey, 2011, etc.) inventively dubs 
Uno, Dos and Tres, first pop up on Lucas’ radar when they tor-
ture and execute Patrick Brooks, founder of Sunnie Software, 
and his wife and children. A preliminary investigation ties the 
murders to a money-laundering operation that crosses the 
border, and the connection is strengthened when the Mexican 
government sends Inspector David Rivera and Sgt. Ana Mar-
tínez north as observers. They end up doing a lot more than 
observing because the three killers are just getting started. On 
orders from their mysterious boss, Big Voice, they’re pursuing a 
fortune in gold that’s gotten stuck halfway through the money-
laundering chute and cauterizing any leaks among the system’s 
conspirators while they’re at it. Despite the high mortality rate, 

the procedural work is more grueling than fascinating, and the 
criminals are mostly as nondescript as their monikers.

But the climactic gunfight is deeply satisfying, and the 
very last line of dialogue is perfect.

THE FIRST WARM  
EVENING OF THE YEAR
Saul, Jamie M.
Morrow/HarperCollins  (304 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $11.99 e-book  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-06-144972-7
978-0-06-210132-7 e-book  

In Saul’s second novel (Light of Day, 
2005), a 40-ish man faces the lack of 
passion in his life when he becomes the 
executor of a college friend’s estate.  

Geoffrey lives in Manhattan where he earns a living doing 
voice-overs and carries on a no-strings relationship with his girl-
friend. One day he gets a call from a lawyer; his old friend Laura 
has died and he’s been named executor of her small estate. When 
Geoffrey knew Laura, he was at Columbia and she was at Juil-
liard. She moved to Paris with her husband, fellow jazz musician 
Steve, but when he died nine years ago, she moved back to her 
upstate New York hometown and taught music. Geoffrey drives 
up there and soon meets her best friend Marian, who also hap-
pens to be a widow. Narrator Geoffrey announces on the second 
page that he has fallen in love with Marian at first sight. The only 
problem is that Marian has a boyfriend she doesn’t even pretend 
she loves. Eliot runs the local hardware store and doesn’t like to 
discuss feelings (readers will sympathize after hundreds of pages 
of Geoffrey’s navel gazing). Marian uses their relationship to 
avoid feeling the kind of passion she had with her husband Buddy. 
Instead, since Buddy’s death, she has been clinging to his memory 
and her grief. She and Laura bonded as “the young widows.” It 
is less clear why Geoffrey has avoided emotional commitment, 
although he and his gay psychiatrist brother Alex certainly dis-
cuss their avoidance enough—at least until Alex meets and falls 
immediately in love with Laura’s wayward brother Simon, whom 
Laura and Geoffrey conspired to keep from attending her wed-
ding long ago. By then Geoffrey and Marian are talking nonstop 
about their emotions. For a guy who claims to be out of touch 
with his capacity for feelings, Geoffrey is the most touchy-feeling 
fictional hero since Oliver Barrett IV, the main character in Erich 
Segal’s bestseller Love Story.

This talky love story will turn the most romantic reader 
into a curmudgeon. (New York and Tristate area author appear-
ances. Agent: Joy Harris)
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DON’T MESS WITH TRAVIS
Smiley, Bob 
Dunne/St. Martin’s (304 pp.) 
$25.99  |  May 8, 2012
978-1-250-00119-1  

In this debut novel, Ben Travis, a 
lowly state senator in Texas, has stum-
bled into the job of governor.

Travis’ predecessor died in a crash, 
and the line of succession wobbled down 
to him. But as ill-equipped as he is to 

take charge of the Lone Star State, the ardent conservative isn’t 
at all shy about leading the fight for secession after discovering 
a dirty federal secret. A rancher whose luck at business rescued 
him from abject failure, Travis is a handler’s nightmare but the 
common man’s dream come true. He says what’s on his mind, 
even when there’s nothing there, doesn’t mind offending the 
easily offended and thinks nothing of dropping in on power-
mad liberal President Michael Leary unannounced. This after 
stumbling—and slipping and sliding—on a federal pipeline illic-
itly running beneath a state highway. Armed with an obscure 
state’s rights agreement with Texas signed by President Lincoln, 
Travis rallies secessionists in the face of the disorganized, golf-
distracted president’s dirty tricks. The action culminates with 
federal troops on the Oklahoma-Texas border and Travis count-
ing on a pilot named McKill to fly him past fighter planes to 
the White House. The supporting cast includes Damon Cole, 
a conservative black politics professor with thousand-dollar 
shoes and two-cent nerves; Adam Wexler, a computer geek 
who specializes in stealing historical documents; Walt Thomp-
son, a hugely popular right-wing radio host; and Travis’ daugh-
ter Paige, a leftist justice department worker whose fling with 
Wexler complicates matters a bit. In bringing a humane point 
of view to the pitched election-year conflict between liberals 
and conservatives, this novel couldn’t be timelier. As a bonus, 
Smiley smoothly mixes in bits of history about Texas politics 
and culture. A freewheeling political satire that does for politics 
what Texan Dan Jenkins’ antic fictions did for golf and football.

Smiley’s first novel disproves the notion that conserva-
tives can’t be really funny.

OBJECTS OF MY AFFECTION
Smolinski, Jill
Touchstone/Simon & Schuster  (320 pp.) 
$24.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-4516-6075-3  

If things are not people, then why do 
they seem to matter so much? A hoarder 
and organizational expert clash in this 
light, amusing novel from Smolinski (The 
Next Thing on my List, 2007, etc.).

Lucy Bloom, author of Things are Not 
People, a book no one seems to have read, is ironically bereft of 
possessions. Aside from her beloved red Mustang, Lucy has 

sold her home and its contents, using the proceeds to put her 
teenage son, Ash, in rehab. Admirable, but now Ash won’t speak 
to her and somehow she lost her boyfriend, Daniel, along the 
way, too. Broke and lonely, Lucy lands a dream job: help Marva 
Meier Rios clear her house of clutter in 52 days, and she’ll have 
enough cash to get back on her feet. Of course the reclusive art-
ist makes the job impossible, forcing Lucy to debate the merits 
of every fork, candlestick and flamingo-shaped umbrella holder. 
Under pressure from Marva’s son to get the job done, not to 
mention pressure from the gorgeous Niko to take a break, Lucy 
surprises herself by asking Daniel for help. Just as Lucy tries to 
help Marva de-clutter her house, so Daniel helps Lucy de-clut-
ter her memory. Lucy and Marva must accept that things may 
not be people, but people do bind themselves to their things 
with memories and emotions. Only after Marva confesses the 
big secret of her life—the secret that has bound her past emo-
tions into all of the objects in her home—is she able to let go of 
the clutter and begin anew. And Lucy may have let go of a lot of 
things, but she hasn’t released the memories—some true, some 
misremembered—that bind her to Ash and Daniel. 

A charmingly breezy tone marks this warm appraisal of 
our addiction to stuff.  (Agent: Kirsten Manges)

THAT’S HOW I ROLL
Vachss, Andrew
Pantheon  (224 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Mar. 20, 2012
978-0-307-37994-8  

Life is tough. It’s tougher when you’re 
on death row. 

In his newest whodunit, Vachss (The 
Weight, 2010, etc.) combines his trade-
mark black humor with his longstanding 
concern for children and their well-being. 

The result is a strikingly original character named Esau Till, 
born with a “spine thing” that has kept him from standing on 
his own for all the 40-plus years of his life. Esau has a genius IQ 
and a sharp sense of justice, if a vigilante one; no being bullied 
on the schoolyard or in life for him. Indeed, he has a skill that 
is very much in demand in the rough redneck quarters in which 
he moves—he makes a mean bomb. What keeps Esau moti-
vated on this unforgiving planet is his younger brother Tory-boy, 
Lennie to his George, who is beyond simpleminded and is con-
stantly in some mischief or another—dangerously involving the 
local neo-Nazi contingent at one point. Esau and Tory descend 
from a fellow known locally as the Beast, who made a sport of 
incest and murder until receiving his comeuppance, and they’re 
not what you might call model citizens. Even though Esau does 
a fine job of clearing the streets of criminals, if often on behalf 
of other criminals, he’s also worked his way through the catalog 
of civil offenses and felonies. For his trouble, we find Esau in the 
pen awaiting the final needle, telling his tale to pass the time. 
Vachss structures his novel as a sort of loose, episodic confes-
sional that builds the story stone by stone, strewing the land-
scape with bodies (“Before he could open his mouth to ask a 

“A charmingly breezy tone marks  
this warm appraisal of our addiction to stuff.”

from objects of my affection
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question, I shot him in the face”) and dispensing folksy wisdom 
(“If a man walks into a liquor store after dark, it’s either because 
he’s got money...or because he doesn’t”). The outlook is insis-
tently bleak: Esau and Tory were born into suffering and will 
go out that way, too, sharing some of the wealth as they wander 
through the world.

A smart, cynical glimpse into the human condition—
and into lives no one should envy.

A GAME OF GROANS
A Sonnet Of Slush And Soot
Washington, Geore R.R.
St. Martin’s  (236 pp.) 
$9.99  paperbackMar. 27, 2012
978-1-250-01126-8  

A pseudonymous author delivers the 
inevitable satire of George R.R. Martin’s 
epic fantasy (now a hit HBO series).

This is an uneven but not disagree-
able parody. Anyone unfamiliar with 

the lush swords-and-sex panorama of Westeros is likely to be 
lost, though. The book opens with a witty take on “The Oth-
ers,” as a bespectacled boy wizard, a black-clad cyborg mystic 
and a pointy-eared science officer debate protocol on the far 
side of The Wall. Then the book launches into a turn-by-turn 
journey of the clashes and soap operatic feuds in Easterrabbit, 
ruled by its grog-loving king “Bobbert Barfonme.” He’s come 
to the North to recruit his amigo Lord Headcase Barker, over 
numerous objections. “Tough patooties. You’re my new Foot. 
Pack up your crap. We’re outta here,” proclaims the king. For 
all the poo-and-fart jokes that abound, there is some fun to 
be squeezed out of the source material, not least the torrent 
of incest jokes made at the expense of the evil Queen Cerevix 
and her twin brother, Sur Jagweed the “Not-Kingslayer” Sinis-
ter. Their brother Tritone is a bit of a waste—merely the tallest 
man on the continent, with less humor than his pint-sized coun-
terpart in Game of Thrones, while Headcase’s wife Gateway gets 
too much air time. Across the sea, Lolyta Tornadobutt, Princess 
of Duckseventually and her brother-of-questionable-sexuality 
Vladymyr, conspire under the protection of Ivan Drago, ruler 
of Dork. Thankfully, the book doesn’t attempt to match Mar-
tin’s well-known verbosity, with shortcuts like this one from the 
oath-taking of Juan Nieve: “Ever watched Anymal Housse while 
sipping on grog, gnawing on a turkey leg, and rubbing a cheese 
grater across your stomach? It was a lot like that.”

A featherweight lampoon that could amuse Martin 
fans with a sense of humor. More obsessive followers may 
well go medieval. (Agent: Jason Allen Ashlock)

NIGHT VISION
Adams, Jane A.
Severn House (192 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Apr. 1, 2012
978-0-7278-8113-7  

Former detective Naomi Blake (Blood 
Ties, 2011, etc.) is terrified by telephone 
calls from a former friend who died in a 
fiery crash.

DI Alec Friedman can’t figure out 
why he and DCI Nick Travers have been 

sent out of town to help investigate the murder of Neil Robinson 
shortly before his release from a minimum-security facility in 
the South. Their arrest of Robinson some years back for his role 
in a Ponzi scheme hardly qualifies them as experts. And the local 
cops—taciturn DI Eddison, chatty DS Munroe and hotshot DI 
Parks—seem on top of the case. Alec is particularly reluctant to 
leave his wife Naomi on her own, even though the blind ex-cop has 
her guide dog Napoleon, 15-year-old prodigy Patrick and his father 
Harry to keep her company. When Travers is slashed to ribbons in 
his motel room, Alec’s misgivings deepen. Even if his DI survives, 
Travers’ contributions to the case are now reduced to musings 
about his affair with Michelle Sanders, currently governor of the 
prison where Robinson died, along with mutterings about a mys-
terious “Gregory,” who’s apparently still alive. But when Naomi 
receives a series of phone calls from her old friend Jamie Dale, a 
reporter who burned to death in a car fire, Alec is scared out of 
his wits. Should he chuck the case and go home to Naomi? Or will 
his investigation unearth a link between Robinson, Dale and this 
shadowy Gregory that will ensure his wife’s safety in the long run?

More thriller than mystery, Naomi’s eighth leaves way 
too many loose ends to satisfy. 

THE COLUMBUS AFFAIR
Berry, Steve
Ballantine  (448 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 15, 2012
978-0-345-52651-9   

Was Columbus Jewish? The answer 
may matter a lot more than you think.

Five hundred years after his fourth 
and last voyage to the New World, the 
Admiral of the Ocean Sea is back in the 
news again, and wealthy Austrian Jew 

Zachariah Simon and Jamaican crime lord Béne Rowe have taken 
notice. Convinced that Columbus, of whose life nearly nothing is 
known for certain, took to his grave the secret location of a gold 
mine in Jamaica, they team up, at least briefly, to put pressure on 
disgraced ex-journalist Tom Sagan to tell them what he knows. 



|   k i r k u s r e v i e w s . c o m   |   m y s t e r y   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 1 2   |   7 9 9

And since Tom, who’s fallen into depression since a question-
able Mideast news story forced him to return his Pulitzer and 
condemned him to life as a ghostwriter, is about to kill himself, 
he’s going to need special motivation. This Simon supplies in the 
form of a live video of Sagan’s estranged daughter, Alle Becket, 
groped by mercenaries as she writhes bound and gagged on a bed. 
Tom’s not to know that Alle, still seething with hatred for the 
father who neglected her, has helped stage her videotaped vic-
timization. Also in the hunt are Brian Jamison, who says he’s an 
American intelligence officer from something called the Magel-
lan Billet; Frank Clarke, of the Charles Town Council of Elders; 
and the 102-year-old Rabbi Berlinger, of Prague’s Old-New Syna-
gogue, who’s convinced that the apostate Tom is the latest Levite. 
This being a Berry production (The Emperor’s Tomb, 2010, etc.), 
every alliance is of course fragile, and the bonds among even the 
heartiest teammates are up for grabs. So is the ultimate goal, for 
the author gradually reveals that Columbus’ lost gold mine is only 
chicken feed compared to the real bonanza at stake.

Less The Da Vinci Code than American Treasure. Think of 
Nicolas Cage tearing up the scenery as Tom Sagan to the 
background beat of popping corn, and you’re halfway there.

SECRETS AND LIES
Clay, Marilyn J.
Five Star  (404 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Jun. 6, 2012
978-1-4328-2583-6  

A group of young women are sent 
from England to the Jamestown colony 
in 1620 to become wives of the settlers.   

As a daughter of the landed gentry, 
Diana Falstaff is expected to make a good 
marriage to recoup the family fortunes. 

The adventurous Diana would like to go to America, but it is her 
friend Sara Wakefield whose parents are willing to send her. After 
she joins Diana’s family on the coach ride to London, a tragic 
accident kills everyone but Diana. Diana is rescued by Sallie Mae 
Pigee, the child of a poor family, who has disguised herself as a 
young boy in order to ship out as a sailor. Prudence Plumleigh is 
also headed for Jamestown, and her younger sister Faith schemes 
to join her. A little judicious lying gets them all aboard. Diana pre-
tends to be the dead Sara, Sallie Mae presents herself as a cook’s 
helper and Faith grabs the papers of a girl who refuses to go. Dur-
ing a wretched sea voyage, Prudence, who is hiding a pregnancy, 
walks off the ship in a storm. Once arrived, the other girls are 
housed with local families until they choose a husband. Hard-
working Sallie Mae, now a woman again, marries the man of her 
dreams, a prosperous cooper. Faith falls for the wealthy Indian 
trader Noah Colton, a man with a shady past. But Diana cannot 
make up her mind. As the girls struggle to come to terms with life 
in the New World, the secrets they uncover put them in danger.

The information on the ill-fated Jamestown colony is the 
best feature of this follow-up to Clay’s first Jamestown novel 
(Deceptions, 2010), which is otherwise a run-of-the-mill his-
torical romance with very little mystery.

BREAKING THE RULES
Ebisch, Glen
Five Star  (232 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Jun. 6, 2012
978-1-4328-2582-9  

An advice columnist learns the hard 
way that sometimes it’s easier to mind 
your own business.

Laura Magee, The Ravensford Chron-
icle’s advice columnist known as Auntie 
Mabel, doesn’t intend to get herself into 

trouble when she answers the letter of a local resident concerned 
about a house being built on a local historical site. But when she 
goes to check it out for herself, she ends up on the receiving end 
of an attack. Although she gets away safely, her curiosity is sparked, 
and she wants to find out what someone’s so determined to protect. 
Laura might have more time to investigate if she weren’t busy try-
ing to run interference for her heartsick housemate Ronnie. The 
quintessential romantic, Ronnie falls in love at least once a week, 
but now that she’s met wealthy Everett Houser, she’s certain it’s 
for real. Laura approves of the sweet, if naïve, couple, but Everett’s 
closest friend, architect Nick Manning, is convinced that Ronnie is 
a user only interested in Everett’s money. Trying to protect the new 
couple from Nick’s skepticism, Laura finds herself at odds with the 
architect; the two can’t see each other without an argument. She 
struggles with the question of which problem to tackle first: the 
ongoing drama in her personal life or her increasing certainty that 
there’s something to discover at the building site.

Cozy with a fun and flirty edge, the latest from Ebisch 
(When the Last Dance is Over, 2012, etc.) is a deft balance of 
mystery and romantic comedy.

FALSE FRONT
Fanning, Diane
Severn House  (224 pp.) 
$28.95  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-7278-8127-4  

A determined homicide investigator 
doesn’t let the fact that her suspects are 
wealthy and politically connected stand 
in her way.

Lucinda Pierce is called in to investi-
gate the case of Candace Eagleton, found 
hanging in her home. Although her death 

has been made to look like suicide, it’s murder, all right, and her 
wealthy spouse Frank is a prime suspect, especially when Lucinda 
discovers he was having an affair. In the meantime, Lucinda’s boy-
friend, FBI Special Agent in Charge Jake Lovett, doesn’t believe 
Charles David Rowland, who comes to him with a wild tale about 
an old murder case. When Rowland is found dead in an alley, the 
victim of a vicious hit and run, Jack realizes that he should have 
paid more attention to Rowland’s extravagant claims. A list found 
in the dead man’s apartment includes both his name and that of 
Candace Eagleton, among others. Lucinda and Jake, trying to 
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find a connection between Candace and Rowland, learn that they 
attended the same New Jersey high school. But the sleuths will 
have a tough time staying ahead of a determined killer who seems 
to be systematically eliminating each name from the list.

Fanning supplies the multifaceted Lucinda (Mistaken Iden-
tity, 2010, etc.) with another fast paced mystery that nicely dis-
plays both her strengths and weaknesses.

HUSH MONEY
Greaves, Chuck
Minotaur  (304 pp.) 
$24.99  |  May 8, 2012
978-1-250-00523-6  

Greaves’ ebullient first novel asks who 
killed a beloved horse and how—and shows 
some interest in human casualties as well.

Because Jared Henley, the founder’s 
grandson who usually carries water for 
horsey Pasadena dowager Sydney Everett, 

is off on vacation somewhere, Henley & Hargrove’s director of 
litigation, Russell Dinsmoor, persuades Jack MacTaggart, who’s 
Of Counsel to the firm, to step in when Hush Puppy, Sydney’s 
Holsteiner stallion, dies suddenly and the pencil-pushers of Met-
ropolitan Livestock Insurance decline to pay her claim. And no 
wonder, since Sydney made a tidy profit from the conveniently 
timed death of her injured horse Creole some years back, and vet-
erinarian George Wells tells Jack that Hush Puppy’s death looks 
equally squirrelly. Jack tears himself away from the lawsuit he’s filed 
against the even less sympathetic insurer Hartford Allied on behalf 
of leukemia-stricken trash collector Victor Tazerian long enough 
to involve himself with Tara Flynn, stable manager at the Field-
stone Riding Club, and unearth an unholy paper trail leading right 
back to Henley & Hargrove. He can only wonder what Russ Din-
smoor would say about the whole mess, since Dinsmoor is as dead 
as Hush Puppy, brained by someone who evidently thought he 
knew too much about a densely layered scam involving blackmail, 
off-the-books medical research and serial equine murder. Don’t 
let all the legal shenanigans put you off: Jack, a highly unselective 
wiseacre, has a lighthearted anecdote for every occasion, including 
attacks on his own august person. An auspicious debut.

Jack would be welcome back in the winner’s circle any 
time. (Agent: Antonella Iannarino)

WITH FULL MALICE
Hill, Brenda
Five Star  (320 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Apr. 11, 2012
978-1-4328-2572-0  

A young woman who was severely trau-
matized by the murder of her parents must 
deal with the release of their killer.

Between the time she was orphaned 
and the time she became a food critic at a 

local newspaper, Madison Young was raised by her grandmother 
and homicide detective Dexter Quinn, who acted as a surrogate 
father. Her past comes rushing back when her editor insists 
that she go to a murder scene. The murdered man was a paroled 
sex offender who was killed execution style. The only witness 
describes seeing an older woman who vanished. Haunted by the 
murder, Madison does some research that reveals a number of 
criminals, either never convicted or paroled early for heinous 
offenses, who have been murdered all over the country, often 
in the vicinity of witnesses who recalled seeing an older per-
son nearby. When her parents’ killer is paroled, Madison is so 
shocked that she ends up in the hospital in a coma. Recovering, 
she realizes that if she is ever to have a normal life she must face 
the fears that have kept her a prisoner since her parents’ deaths. 
Madison goes to Dexter with her suspicion that there may be a 
group of vigilantes who are killing criminals they think deserve 
to die and her fear that her own grandmother may be involved.

The premise of Hill’s third (Beyond the Quiet, 2009, etc.) 
is certainly arresting, and the story holds your interest, even 
though some of the complications seem pretty unlikely.

BLIND GODDESS
Holt, Anne
Translated by Geddes, Tom
Scribner (352 pp.) 
$15.00  |  paperbackJun. 5, 2012
978-1-4516-3476-1  

Politics and drugs make uneasy bed-
fellows in this first case for Hanne Wil-
helmsen, the Oslo police inspector most 
recently seen on these shores in 1222 (2011).

Nobody much cares about Ludvig 
Sandersen, the dead addict found virtually faceless at the side of 
the River Aker. But it’s a different matter when attorney Hans 
E. Olsen is killed. Suddenly, or as close to suddenly as this slow-
moving tale allows, Hanne and police attorney Håkon Sand, her 
old friend, are able to connect the two murders and even develop 
a plausible theory that links them both to a vast drug-smuggling 
operation. But their higher-ups don’t find their theory nearly 
so plausible. Neither do the judges who hear their petitions to 
lock up used-car salesman Roger Strømsjord and shady lawyer 
Jørgen Ulf Lavik. And no wonder, since the two suspects the 
Oslo police have already locked up—drug user Jacob Frøstrup 
and Dutch student Han van der Kerch—have died while in 
police custody. Hanne and Håkon are left to ask the same ques-
tions over and over: Why was Peter Strup, that ornament of the 
local bar, so determined to wrest van der Kerch’s defense away 
from Karen Borg, the civil attorney Sandersen’s confessed killer 
asked for? How can they crack the coded message Frøstrup 
found before he died? How high does the chain of corruption 
and coverups reach? And how can the police prove what they 
mostly know perfectly well?

Fans of Henning Mankell’s majestically lumbering police 
procedurals will relish every twist in the long road to resolution. 
Less patient readers should look to Hanne’s later adventures.

“A young woman who was severely  
traumatized by the murder of her  

parents must deal with the release of their killer.”
from with full malice
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THE SILVER STAIN
Johnston, Paul
Creme de la Crime  (256 pp.) 
$28.95  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-78029-018-8  

Johnston, best known stateside for 
his violent tales of futuristic Edinburgh 
(Water of Death, 2001, etc.), hauls Athens 
investigator Alex Mavros out of moth-
balls and packs him off to a fraught 
movie project in a Cretan village where 

a lot more than film is being shot.
According to imperious director Luke Jannet and his assistant 

Alice Quincy, rising star Cara Parks won’t make a move without her 
own Greek-American assistant Maria Kondos. But Maria’s appar-
ently made a move without Cara. Surveillance tapes nobody’s yet 
bothered to look at show her walking away from Heavenly Blue, 
the Chania hotel where the film crew is staying, shortly after receiv-
ing a call from the cell phone registered to Vasilios Dhrakakis, the 
corrupt mayor of nearby Kornaria, and vanishing. Would missing-
persons specialist Alex (The Golden Silence, 2004, etc.) please leave 
his home and live-in lover, social worker Niki Glezou, right this 
minute and return with them to Chania, where they’re filming the 
World War II epic Freedom or Death? Despite his aversion to flying, 
Alex agrees, and in no time at all he’s surrounded by drug dealers, 
technical advisors who act as if the war never ended, intrigue going 
back two generations, hints that the father he never knew may be 
involved, and more. By the time Alex recovers Maria, her rescue 
seems only a footnote to a variety of crimes, from abduction to 
smuggling to murder.

More earnest action/adventure than mystery despite 
criminal misadventures in which absolutely everyone ends up 
implicated, and a stirring demonstration of how “Crete really 
did get to people, even within hours of their arrival.” 

RIZZO’S DAUGHTER 
Manfredo, Lou
Minotaur  (288 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Mar. 13, 2012
978-0-312-53807-1  

In Manfredo’s tender and terrific lat-
est, a burned-out cop can’t quit because 
he’s also a devoted dad.

NYPD Det. Sgt. Joe Rizzo (Rizzo’s Fire, 
2011, etc.) suspects he’s been on the job too 
long. It’s not that he’s lost effectiveness. In 

terms of sheer professionalism he’s probably as good as ever, maybe 
even better. It’s just that time and bitter experience have rubbed 
off the gloss since the days when he loved being a cop, replacing 
it with a pervasive existential heaviness best expressed by Rizzo’s 
mantra: “There is no right. There is no wrong. There just [obscen-
ity] is.” For a while now Rizzo has been promising his wife Jen that 
resignation is just around the corner, a plan that seems eminently 
feasible until suddenly it isn’t. Carol Rizzo, their youngest daughter, 

announces—in terms as strong as Rizzo himself once used—that 
she too has opted for blue. Long-suffering Jen is terrified. Rizzo 
understands that and shares some of her very sensible anxiety 
while taking a certain guilty pride in his daughter’s decision. Carol’s 
choice, however, means that seasoned, savvy Rizzo must stay on 
in order to protect his beloved child as much as possible. But how 
much will that be?

Good cops, bent cops, tormented and demented cops, 
cops of every description inhabit Rizzo’s world, all of them 
utterly believable and intensely interesting. For readers 
compiling a short list of crime fiction, here’s an essential.

SEPTEMBER SONG
Murray, Colin
Severn House  (256 pp.) 
$28.95  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-7278-8110-6  

The war is long over, but the skills Tony 
Gérard picked up working with the Resis-
tance continue to serve him well on the 
mean streets of London.

Tony does a little accounting for friends 
and some odd jobs for Les Jackson of Hox-

ton Films. He’s been keeping an eye on one of Jackson’s young 
actors, the trouble-prone Philip Graham—but apparently not 
closely enough, for Graham has become involved in the drug trade 
and has some dangerous criminals after his hide. Jazz-loving Tony 
has meanwhile taken a shine to Jeannie Summers, a sexy singer 
whose piano-playing, drug-using husband is arrested for murdering 
two thugs. So not only does Tony have to try to get Graham out of 
trouble but he’s beset by Jeannie’s pleas to help her husband. Even 
his boss has begged him to help his former wife, who’s dying of 
cancer, find the daughter she gave up for adoption. Although the 
various gangs who control London’s neighborhoods generally do 
their best to avoid conflict, suddenly Tony finds himself in trouble 
with several of them as he attempts to track down some missing 
merchandise and come up with satisfactory solutions to his three 
interrelated problems.

Tony’s second appearance (No Hearts, No Roses, 2011) bol-
sters its tense tale with plenty of down-and-dirty atmosphere.

THE GIRL NEXT DOOR
A Mystery
Parks, Brad
Minotaur  (336 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $11.99 e-book  |  Mar. 13, 2012
978-0-312-66768-9
978-1-4299-4999-6 e-book  

No one’s supposed to hate the girl next door.
Nancy Marino is sweet-natured, 

genuinely friendly, endlessly selfless, the 
quintessential nice girl. How can you pos-

sibly not like her? So when she meets sudden death, struck by a 
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black Cadillac early one morning on a deserted street in subur-
ban Newark, the universal reaction is shock and anger at a hit 
and run. But nobody for a moment considers malice—except 
for Carter Ross, ace investigative reporter for the Newark Eagle-
Examiner, and even he doesn’t get there right away. Moved by 
the sheer tragedy of it, Carter at first sees his news story as a 
simple tribute, something owed to a remarkably good woman. 
Only then do the famous Carter Ross instincts kick in. Not that 
Carter looks much like a guy with game-changing instincts. He 
looks like what he is: a 32-year-old WASP male with “absolutely 
no interest” in being taken for anything else. Yet he has a highly 
developed ability to sniff out what’s dark in man’s relationship to 
man, or to a good woman. And if acting on instinct puts him in 
mortal danger, Carter has a theory about that. Whatever doesn’t 
kill him makes him a better newspaperman.

With his third featuring brash, breezy, unflappable Carter 
(Eyes of the Innocent, 2011, etc.), Parks propels himself to a niche 
shared by only a handful of others: writers who can manage 
the comedy-mystery. 

DON’T CRY, TAI LAKE
Qiu Xiaolong
Minotaur (272 pp.) 
$24.99  |  May 8, 2012
978-0-312-55064-6  

Chief Inspector Chen, the poetic 
policeman, takes a backseat to a junior 
colleague in probing the murder of an 
unpopular industrialist.

Chen Cao, veteran of the Shanghai 
Police Bureau and renowned writer, is 

unexpectedly called away from a conference outlining “new 
responsibilities for Communist Party officials” to visit Wuxi Cadre 
Recreation Center, noted for its lush natural surroundings. In order 
to avoid being bothered by his protégé Sergeant Huang Kang and 
other detectives seeking help, he keeps his respite at the coveted 
getaway a secret. Ironically, Wuxi has devolved into a shabby resort, 
its legendary Tai Lake now brackish with pollution, the result of 
industrial development in the region. Chen finds a kindred intel-
lectual soul in Shanshan, a young woman who proves to also be a 
font of information about local business in general and the chief 
polluter in particular: Liu Deming, representative of the People’s 
Congress of Zhejiang Province and owner of The Wuxi Number 
One Chemical Company. After Liu is found murdered, the inves-
tigative tables are turned when Huang catches the case, forcing 
Chen to play Watson to his unsteady Holmes. Huang’s slowness 
is a constant test of Chen’s patience, but he develops an effective 
strategy of convincing Huang that the suggestions he plants are 
Huang’s own. A wronged wife and unhappy employees top the list 
of suspects, with Shanshan a ubiquitous presence.

Chen’s seventh (The Mao Case, 2009, etc.) is again peppered 
with poetry and told with clarity and elegance. Its portrait of 
modern China is as intriguing as its slow-rolling whodunit.

EVERY LAST SECRET
Rodriguez, Linda
Minotaur  (304 pp.) 
$24.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-250-00545-8  

Leaving her stressful job as the high-
est-ranked woman with the Kansas City 
Police Department to take over a small-
town campus police force poses more 
challenges than Marquitta “Skeet” Ban-
nion had bargained for.

After her father resigns from the Kansas City force in dis-
grace and she follows him out the door, Skeet thinks that her 
new job will help her leave all that stress as far behind as her 
ex-husband. But her life quickly gets tougher after university-
newspaper editor Andrew McAfee is found in his office with 
his head smashed in. Although Andrew, who had been Skeet’s 
neighbor, had a reputation as a troublemaker, his wife Tina 
Jamison, who’d been dumped by her professor spouse, and her 
son Brian are both devastated by the crime. It turns out that 
Andrew’s curiosity went far beyond his job with the paper. As 
Skeet begins to dig into motives for murder, she finds that Brian 
had a thriving blackmail business whose victims included several 
colleagues at the university. The administration, more worried 
about its fundraising drive than Andrew’s murder, is pressuring 
Skeet to cover up her discoveries. When Tina is killed, Skeet 
takes Brian into her home to protect him from someone who’s 
desperate to cover up the crime. Help in tracking down clues 
comes from the Brewster police chief and Skeet’s father, who 
gets badly beaten for his trouble. Despite the threat of losing 
her job, however, Skeet refuses to give up and puts her life in 
danger to track down a cold killer.

Skeet’s debut introduces a strong, intelligent woman 
detective with both a knack for solving crimes and a dif-
ficult personal life. The next episode can’t come too soon.  
(Agent: Ellen Geiger)

NAMELESS DAME
Murder on the  
Russian River
Schneider, Bart
Soft Skull Press  (304 pp.) 
$15.95 paperback  |  Mar. 1, 2012
978-1-59376-435-7  

Minneapolis private eye Augie Boyer 
(The Man in the Blizzard, 2008, etc.) spends 
some time in Sonoma County, with equally 
shaggy results.

Augie’s friend Bobby Sabbatini has undertaken an even lon-
ger journey. A St. Paul homicide cop who retired to the Russian 
River hamlet of Guerneville, he’s about to open a poetry kara-
oke bar where like-minded folks can spout Walt Whitman and 
Wallace Stevens and refresh themselves between verses. Augie’s 
visit to Bobby, his wife Blossom and their baby Milosz doesn’t 

“Skeet’s debut introduces a strong,  
intelligent woman detective with both a knack for  

solving crimes and a difficult personal life.”
from every last secret
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go exactly as planned. No sooner has he arrived than the town is 
buzzing over the murder of wild child masseuse Ruthie Rosen-
berg, a local fixture shot execution-style in the Last Judgment 
Campground. Deputy Jesse Coolican, who’s long carried a torch 
for Ruthie, is so hard hit that Augie’s assigned to stay with him 
instead of Bobby and Blossom—a good thing, since they’re now 
entertaining a new arrival, Bobby’s “new wife” Quince, who’s 
helping out the couple and sleeping in what Augie thought of as 
his bed. (Not that Augie would mind sharing it with her.) Is the 
murder linked to the shooting years ago of two Christian kids 
on Fish Head Beach? To Rev. Cecil Hyde’s vociferously anti-
poetry ministry at the First Christ River of Blood Church? To a 
pair of Russian entrepreneurs’ plan to open a casino on the Rus-
sian River? And who’s going to solve the case while the most-
likely sleuths keep themselves busy smoking up?

The mystery plot commands so little attention that you 
know it’s a throwaway. The big attractions here are Augie’s 
voice, the loopy milieu and the recitation of more poems, 
new and old, than you’ve seen in the genre for a coon’s age. 

THE SOLITARY HOUSE 
Shepherd, Lynn
Delacorte  (352 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-345-53242-8  

Shepherd’s latest detective story (Mur-
der at Mansfield Park, 2010) is a Victorian 
tour de force that borrows characters from 
Charles Dickens’ Bleak House and Wilkie 
Collins’ The Woman in White.

Ever since Metropolitan police offi-
cer Charles Maddox was dismissed for insubordination, he’s 
eked out a living as a private detective. He currently has two 
cases. The first is finding the grandchild of a man who had cast 
out his pregnant daughter years before. The second is identify-
ing the writer of threatening scrawls for Edward Tulkinghorn, a 
powerful attorney who represents the interests of the wealthy 
and high-born. Charles has learned a good deal from his great 
uncle. Now that this brilliant detective and mentor is slip-
ping into the dark world of age-related mental illness, Charles, 
moving into his home to supervise his care, benefits from his 
meticulously kept case notes. At length he realizes that his work 
for Tulkinghorn is leaving in its wake a string of corpses, many 
of them evidently connected to the horrific murder of several 
women. In 1850s England it is no easy task to confront the 
noble clients Tulkinghorn is protecting, but Charles is deter-
mined to discover the truth no matter where it leads. He is 
savagely attacked and even arrested. Can he rely on Inspector 
Bucket’s assurances that he is on Charles’ side? The enterprising 
sleuth’s life may depend on the answer when his two cases come 
together in a horrifying denouement.

Shepherd offers an intricate plot and a thousand details 
of the least-admirable side of Victorian life. A must-read. 
(Agent: Ben Mason)

GREY EXPECTATIONS
Simon, Clea
Severn House  (208 pp.) 
$27.95  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-7278-8134-2  

A Boston-based grad student search-
ing for supporting documentation for 
her thesis finds herself involved in yet 
another murder.

Dulcie Schwartz has chosen The Rav-
ages, a little-known Gothic novel whose 

anonymous author created an early feminist heroine, as the 
subject of her dissertation. Her investigation into the author’s 
identity is disturbed when the valuable Dunster Codex goes 
missing from a secured area of the library, and all the doctoral 
students who have access are suspect. Dulcie’s friend Trista 
claims that two police officers have accused her of murdering 
Roland Galveston, a graduate student with dubious credentials 
who vanished along with the Codex. Trista’s boyfriend is frantic, 
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but the police refuse to do anything until Trista’s been missing 
for a longer period. Meanwhile, Dulcie wonders if she’s being 
set up herself for the theft. Her psychic mother is calling her 
with dire warnings, and Dulcie’s having strange dreams about 
the unknown author of The Ravages. She can’t help be a bit jeal-
ous of the fact that her deceased cat Mr. Grey, who’s always 
looked after her, has been talking more lately to her boyfriend 
Chris, and her new cat Esmé isn’t talking at all. Despite warn-
ings from the campus police to stay out of what is now the mur-
der of the professor who brought the Codex to the university, 
Dulcie continues to use her research skills to get herself out of 
trouble. Dulcie’s fourth (Shades of Grey, 2011, etc.) is slow going.

The identity of The Ravages’ unknown author is a lot 
more interesting than the present-day shenanigans on the 
college campus.

UNNATURAL ACTS
Woods, Stuart
Putnam  (320 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Apr. 17, 2012
978-0-399-15886-5  

Now that everything in New York 
super-lawyer Stone Barrington’s life is 
perfect, it’s time to start grooming a 
successor: ex-loser Herbie Fisher, now a 
junior associate at Woodman & Weld.

Although he’s willing to listen to bil-
lionaire Marshall Brennan’s tale of woe about his son Dink’s 
piddling $200,000 gambling debt, Stone’s too big a player to 
give the problem his personal attention. So he recommends it 
be turned over to Herbie, who’s had plenty of personal expe-
rience dealing with loan sharks. It’s a good choice. In short 
order Herbie rouses Dink, gets him to sign a power of attorney, 
reads him the riot act and packs him off to rehab. Even after 
Dink jumps out of the van taking him to Winwood Farm and 
escapes, Herbie promptly tracks him down again and makes 
sure he’s properly checked in. Meanwhile, Shelley Bach, the 
deranged serial killer Stone and Lt. Dino Bacchetti identi-
fied but didn’t lock up in D.C. Dead (2011), has come to New 
York and rekindled Dino’s sex life. Not to be outdone between 
the sheets, Stone, fresh from a quick tumble with U.S. Attor-
ney Tiffany Baldwin (“he knew he was not going to make it 
through the evening without feeding her pleasure”), picks up 
theater director Marla Rocker at P.J. Clarke’s and sets about 
sweeping her off her feet—a job that’s made both easier and 
more complicated by the fact that publicist Ed Abney, who’s 
been sending her candy and flowers, just won’t take no for an 
answer. As Herbie’s star rises at Woodman & Weld, he reflects 
that he’s overdue for some trouble of his own, and he’s abso-
lutely right. But nothing very bad will happen to Herbie or any 
of the regulars, though several members of the supporting cast 
end up rather the worse for wear.

More coherent than most of Stone’s recent adventures, 
with actual resolutions for the major plot lines instead of 
the usual annoying to-be-continued signs.

THE KING’S BLOOD
Abraham, Daniel
Orbit/Little, Brown  (528 pp.) 
$15.00   paperback  |  May 22, 2012
978-0-316-08077-4 
Series: The Dagger and the Coin, 2 

Marcus Wester and company return to 
work their magic and mischief among the 
Firstbloods, Kurtadam and Southlings.

Whether you’re a fantasy buff or not, 
you have to admire ace storyteller Abra-

ham’s skill at building plausible alternate worlds, a trade much 
practiced, but not often so well, ever since the days of Tolkien 
and the Shire. Picking up where The Dragon’s Path (2011) left off, 
Abraham reintroduces us to his mixed-bag company of heroes 
and villains, inserting some timely touches in his aoristic uni-
verse—for one thing, fiscal troubles that the assembled kings of 
his European-ish landscape seem disinclined to solve together, 
and for another, a struggle between the forces of reason and an 
entrenched priesthood, “Palliako and his Keshet cultists,” as one 
of the good guys puts it. Or are they good guys? One of the many 
strengths of Abraham’s storytelling is that he allows a little moral 
ambiguity to curl around the toes of his characters; the heroes 
aren’t 100 percent virtuous, while the bad guys sometimes have 
a few redeeming qualities. Good thing, too, for it’s a mixed-up, 
violent world in which Cithrin bel Sarcour, “voice of the Medean 
bank in Porte Oliva,” now finds herself, and a smelly and unsani-
tary one at that; she’s inclined to appreciate differences of cul-
tural tendency as long as the bottom line isn’t harmed, whereas 
others are more keenly aware that she is a “half-Cinnae girl in a 
well-tailored dress,” less so that Cithrin has perforce been playing 
hanky-panky with the books. Did we say that the bad guys had 
their good sides? True enough, but there is evil aplenty for Wester 
and his merry band to battle, even if others are inclined to let 
such things sort themselves out; as one says, “Bring swords to the 
border, and a few men’s follies become a tragedy for thousands.” 
Indeed, and you never can tell what sorts of follies the Haaverkin 
and the Tralgu and such are going to cook up.

Another trademark romp in the otherworld, and a lot of fun.
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ZOMBIE ISLAND
A Shakespeare  
Undead Novel
Handeland, Lori
St. Martin’s  (320 pp.) 
$14.99 paperback  |  May 22, 2012
978-0-312-62306-7  

Vampire (and playwright) William 
Shakespeare and zombie-hunter Katherine 
Dymond battle the living dead on a Tempest-
inspired island in this second in a series by 

paranormal romance writer Handeland (Crave the Moon, 2011, etc.).
This entry picks up where the previous novel, 2010’s Shake-

speare Undead, left off—with Kate having taken a potion in order 
to appear dead, à la Romeo and Juliet. But soon she and Will find 
themselves on an island inhabited by a magical sprite, Ariel, and 
a powerful sorcerer, Prospero, who is reanimating dead ship-
wreck victims in a plot to create a massive zombie army. (He 
also transforms Kate’s former husband, Reginald, into the mon-
strous Caliban.) Handeland debuted her bloodthirsty Bard two 
years ago, around the same time that many other authors were 
cranking out vampire novels, zombie novels or literary/horror 
genre mashups (such as Seth Grahame-Smith’s 2009 hit Pride 
and Prejudice and Zombies). But these fads have largely run their 
course, and, as a result, this sequel feels somewhat dated. While 
Handeland’s affection for the works of Shakespeare is evident, 
she frequently lapses into overheated prose, particularly during 
the more “romantic” scenes. (During one extended sex scene, 
Shakespeare forces himself to think of “puppies, kittens, [and] 
sweet, fluffy gamboling spring lambs” to keep himself from 
drinking Kate’s blood.) Handeland also struggles for a consis-
tent tone, as she bounces haphazardly between first- and third-
person points of view and awkwardly shoehorns Shakespearean 
quotes into characters’ conversations in some scenes while ref-
erencing Star Trek or Casablanca in others. The novel leaves the 
door open for a third installment, for better or worse.

An enthusiastic but mediocre genre exercise.

SILVER
Held, Rhiannon
Tor (336 pp.) 
$14.99 paperback  |  Jun. 5, 2012
978-0-7653-3037-6  

Werewolves are threatened by a mys-
terious antagonist in Held’s fantasy debut.

The Roanoke pack occupies most of 
the east coast of the U.S. Rory is the alpha, 
and Andrew Dare his enforcer, responsi-
ble for security. Now Andrew’s tracking a 

lone Were who persists in retaining her human form; inexplicably, 
she doesn’t seem capable of shifting to wolf. When he catches her, 
the puzzles multiply. She calls herself Silver: she’s been tortured 
and injected with silver and her wolf self is suppressed or lost. 
And quite possibly she’s insane, claiming to be able to see a Were’s 

wolf shape while they’re in human form and holding long conver-
sations with Death as if he were sitting nearby. Rory wants noth-
ing to do with her and orders Andrew to find her home pack and 
return her. Wracked with guilt over the actions he was forced to 
take while in Spain—Spanish packs sometimes use silver against 
each other—Andrew complies. Maneuvering carefully to avoid 
offending the West Coast alphas, Andrew finally tracks Silver’s 
origins to an offshoot pack, all of whom were slaughtered by a 
powerful antagonist. Unfortunately, Seattle’s alpha, John, won’t 
give Andrew the help he needs, and Andrew’s forced to challenge 
John and assume control. The plot itself doesn’t amount to much 
and neither does the existential threat. What’s of far more inter-
est are the developing characters and their interactions, individ-
ual to individual and  pack to pack, the position of female pack 
members and the way the packs operate. Held carefully works 
out the details, and although it’s all a little too civilized to be fully 
convincing, there are signs that the series will gain some real heft 
as her confidence grows.

Certainly worth a try for existing lycanthrophiles.  (Agent: 
Cameron McClure)

TERMINAL POINT
Ruiz, K.M.
Dunne/St. Martin’s  (336 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-0-312-68115-5  

Continuation of Mind Storm (2011) as 
“psions,” mutants with psychic powers, 
battle it out over the fate of humanity.

Two hundred fifty years ago, nuclear 
war destroyed Earth and via mutation cre-
ated the psions, whose weakness is that 

the more powerful they are and the more they use their powers, 
the sooner they die. Much of the time it’s far from clear what’s 
going on if you haven’t read the previous book, or perhaps even if 
you have, but the planet’s two most powerful psions are on oppo-
site sides. Nathan Serca represents the powerful and privileged 
elite, whose ambition is to escape to Mars. His renegade eldest 
son, Lucas, intends to stop Nathan and instead reclaim the Earth. 
Lucas is following the instructions of a four-year-old precognitive 
relative, Aisling, who died during the war after leaving her plans in 
encrypted computer files. Lucas’ team consists of liberated Stryk-
ers, psions enslaved by the government by means of kill switches 
implanted in their brains. That’s really all you need to know. The 
action is nonstop, insanely violent and mostly lethal, like X-Men 
on steroids. The biggest problem with all this is that the two Sercas 
are both homicidal psychopaths, with one slightly less homicidally 
psychopathic than the other; compassion’s in very short supply 
and mercy isn’t even in the dictionary: If somebody gets in your 
way you kill them, agonizingly and brutally or not so agonizingly 
and brutally. It’s a tribute to Ruiz’s skill that, somehow, when a win-
ner finally emerges, it’s the one you’ve been rooting for.

If this book sounds appealing, then read Mind Storm first 
to avoid at least some of the confusion.  (Agent: Jason Yarn)

“Werewolves are threatened by a  
mysterious antagonist in Held’s fantasy debut.”

from silver
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CAINE’S LAW
Stover, Matthew
Del Rey/Ballantine  (496 pp.) 
$16.00 paperback  |  Apr. 3, 2012
978-0-345-45589-5  

Continuing the blended fantasy/sci-
ence fiction adventures of Stover’s homi-
cidal antihero (Caine Black Knife, 2008, etc.).

If you’re unfamiliar with the Caine saga, 
the first 100 pages offer a rapid-shuffle blur 
of riotous confusion, but patient readers 

eventually will grasp that the near-future Earth is a disastrously 
overpopulated, caste-ridden dictatorship whose instrument of 
control is the dreaded Social Police. The downtrodden masses 
dream of escaping to Overworld, a planet accessible via advanced 
technology where magic works and fantasy tropes like dragons and 
elves are real. However, only Actors trained in violence and magic, 
equipped with “thoughtmitters” that beam back virtual-reality live 
access to their experiences, get to go there. Actor Caine, under 
multiple identities, has been making mayhem at his sponsors’ bid-
ding for more than 50 years, battling gods, demons, enemies and 
friends alike. Perpetually bruised and battered, he survives only 
through healing magic and his indomitable will. When we first 
meet him, he’s a prisoner and crippled, about to receive an infusion 
of black-oil god-ichor. Eventually, however, he will meet the horse-
witch, a mysteriously gifted immortal who remembers everything, 
even events that have “unhappened,” and whom various factions 
want to kill. The horse-witch, in passages of remarkable tender-
ness, helps Caine begin to understand the turmoil of conflicting 
impulses and rage that form his soul—and that, contrary to pop-
ular belief, what matters is not gods deserving of better people, 
but that people deserve better gods. And when he discovers that 
reality itself has been altered, he decides it’s time to make some 
changes of his own. Expect multiple plot threads that loop wildly 
and unpredictably between past and present, expletive-laden dia-
logue, havoc, torture and mass destruction. For starters.

Brutal, witty, insightful, addictive, frequently baffling 
and altogether astonishing. (Agent: Howard Morhaim)

RAGE OF THE DRAGON
Weis, Margaret & Hickman, Tracy
Tor (368 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Apr. 24, 2012
978-0-7653-1975-3  

Weis and Hickman (Secret of the Dragon, 
2010, etc.), co-authors of more than a 
dozen fantasy novels in the popular Drag-
onlance series and the seven-part Death 
Gate Cycle, among other works, again 
team up for the third book in their Drag-

onships of Vindras series.
The story, which began with 2009’s Bones of the Dragon, con-

tinues as Skylan Ivorson and his Vindrasi warriors press on in their 
seafaring search for four of the fabled five Vektia spiritbones, in 

order to keep the insurgent Gods of the New Dawn from defeat-
ing Torval and the Old Gods. They again battle their treacherous 
enemy Raegar (who, like Skylan, has a magical dragonship with a 
summonable dragon) and tackle new dangers, including a mon-
strous, tentacled kraken. They also encounter the pacifist and 
matriarchal Aquin sea-people, who have built an impressive city 
deep inside a mountain. This entry offers few surprises, but the 
battle scenes are lively. It can be a bit plodding at times—particu-
larly in a long section centering on the bland Raegar—and readers 
may wish for more dragon battles, or more world-building detail 
regarding the Aquins. But a late plot twist will leave fans of the 
series eager for the next entry.

A middling fantasy adventure that will appeal mainly 
to the authors’ longtime fans. 
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JASMINE AND FIRE
A Bittersweet Year in Beirut
Abdelnour, Salma
Broadway  (304 pp.) 
$14.00 paperback  |  Jun. 5, 2012
978-0-307-88594-4
978-0-307-88595-1 e-book  

A food-focused travel memoir through 
the streets of Beirut.

Although she fled Beirut as a child 
during the Lebanese civil war, food writer 

Abdelnour never forgot the city or the sense of longing she felt 
to return. Disgruntled by her inability to feel at home in Amer-
ica despite 30 years in the country, the author left her friends, 
career and love interest in New York City to spend a year in her 
parents’ Beirut apartment. She was determined to reconnect 
with her roots. Relatives and old friends who remained in the 
country during the war eased the transition from one city to 
the other. By taking daily walks through her old neighborhood, 
the author slowly felt the essence of Beirut sinking into her 
pores. Detailed street descriptions allow readers to meander 
with the author as she widens her berth, exploring new sections 
of the war-ravaged city. Abdelnour places special emphasis on 
the Lebanese food she ate on her walks or was served at one of 
the many family gatherings she attended. An expanding social 
circle of new friends and the ability to write about Lebanon 
helped her accept her background while maintaining her Amer-
ican identity. Despite the political unrest of the region, Abdel-
nour found peace in her new surroundings. Having embraced 
her Lebanese culture fully, the author realized she carried the 
sense of home inside her and ultimately returned to New York 
to live, at least for most of the year. Though the book includes 
recipes, a street map would have been a useful addition.

Recommended for readers of food memoirs and those 
interested in Lebanon.

THE OCCUPY HANDBOOK by Janet Byrne  ................................ p. 810

FREEDOM’S FORGE by Arthur Herman  ....................................p. 820

DREAM NEW DREAMS by Jai Pausch  ........................................p. 828

WHAT MONEY CAN’T BUY by Michael J. Sandel   ..................... p. 831

ERNIE K-DOE by Ben Sandmel  .................................................... p. 832

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

DREAM NEW 
DREAMS
Reimagining My
Life After Loss
Pausch, Jai
Crown Archetype 
(288 pp.)
$24.00 
May 15, 2012
978-0-307-88850-1
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THE DAY THE WORLD 
DISCOVERED THE SUN
An Extraordinary  
Story of 18th-Century 
Scientific Adventure  
and the Global Race to  
Track the Transit of Venus
Anderson, Mark
Da Capo/Perseus  (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 5, 2012
978-0-306-82038-0  

A scientific adventure tale in which astronomers risk their 
lives, traveling the high seas in winter, trekking over ice-bound 
Siberia and facing deadly diseases.

Anderson (“Shakespeare” by Another Name: The Life of Edward 
de Vere, Earl of Oxford, the Man Who Was Shakespeare, 2005) exam-
ines the scope of the 18th-century international project to 
determine the distance between the earth and the sun by mea-
suring the transit of the planet Venus across its surface. He com-
pares it to recent investigations like the mapping of the human 
genome, NASA’s Apollo program and the building of the Large 
Hadron Collider. In 1761 and again in 1769, teams of astrono-
mers circumnavigated the globe to make precise measurements 
of the transit. Although England, France, Prussia, Austria and 
Russia were at war, they collaborated on this major scientific 
venture, a once-in-a-century opportunity. In both years, Venus 
was observed and timed as it appeared to traverse the sun, using 
trigonometric calculations to triangulate the distance. Ander-
son writes that this was a marriage of advanced science and tech-
nology with extreme adventure, resulting in spinoffs such as the 
development of precision timekeepers and the reliable calcu-
lations of longitude. The achievement was commemorated by 

“the Apollo 15 mission…command module [which] was named 
Endeavour”—after Captain Cook’s ship—and carried “a block of 
wood from the sternpost of [his] original HMS Endeavour.” In 
1769, the ship carried England’s crew and succeeded in its mis-
sion, despite suffering the tragic deaths of most of its scientific 
crew. While the trigonometric calculations were state-of-the-
art, if tedious, transporting the telescopic equipment, building 
observatories on the spot, making the observations and braving 
the rigors of the journey were anything but.

A lively, fitting tribute to “mankind’s first international 
‘big science’ project.” (16 pages of b/w photographs)

ISLAND PRACTICE
Cobblestone Rash, 
Underground Tom,  
and Other Adventures  
of a Nantucket Doctor
Belluck, Pam
PublicAffairs  (352 pp.) 
$25.99  |  May 29, 2012
978-1-58648-751-5  

In this absorbing debut, award-win-
ning New York Times staff writer Belluck 

chronicles the daily life of a maverick physician and the Nan-
tucket community he serves.

In addition to his job as head of medicine at Nantucket Cot-
tage Hospital, Dr. Timothy Lepore, a general surgeon, also runs 
a family practice and serves as the physician for the high-school 
football team—those are only his official jobs. Not only is his 
role “central to the health and life of a community in ways that 
rarely occur these days,” writes the author, but it is also exem-
plary of the art of healing. “His unconventional story shows…
that what really matters is the time, effort, conviction, and 
care that a doctor provides.” Lepore is a larger-than-life figure 
on Nantucket, and his quirks are the stuff of legend—e.g., he 
carves scalpels from obsidian using stone-age techniques, and 
he hunts with a pet hawk. Also legendary are his diagnostic 
skills and dedication to his patients. Over the 30 years that he 
has practiced medicine on the island, Lepore has dealt with 
medical emergencies at times when weather conditions pre-
vented the transfer of a patient to a specialist on the mainland. 
He has treated celebrities on summer vacation, including mem-
bers of the Kennedy family, but the year-rounders, many of 
whom work in low-wage jobs in the tourist industry, form the 
core of his practice. Widely traveled summer tourists may suf-
fer exotic diseases that challenge his expertise, but depression, 
alcohol abuse and teen suicide are endemic on the island. Under 
Lepore’s leadership, Nantucket’s hospital has played a crucial 
role in maintaining the community’s health, but it is becoming 
less sustainable. “The cost of providing free care to poor and 
uninsured patients ha[s] grown by 60 percent,” writes Belluck. 
Notes the hospital’s CEO, “We kept up with the medical care, 
but not with the business of medical care.”

An intriguing biography of a unique—and on Nan-
tucket, irreplaceable—doctor.



WOMEN FROM THE  
ANKLE DOWN
The Story of Shoes  
and How They Define Us
Bergstein, Rachelle
Harper/HarperCollins  (304 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-0-06-196961-4  

An illuminating study of the history 
of women’s shoes in the 20th century.

In her debut, Bergstein examines 
the fascinating and surprisingly complex relationship between 
women and their shoes—“the average woman owns upward of 
ten, twenty, fifty pairs of shoes, some of which have very little 
practical use and languish in the back of the closet until just the 
right occasion arises.” Bergstein traces the origins of this mod-
ern-day mania to Salvatore Ferragamo, who, by the 1930s, had 

“put Italy on the footwear map” by becoming shoemaker to Hol-
lywood stars like Carmen Miranda and Lana Turner. Ordinary 
women who were used to more mundane styles suddenly became 
aware of the allure and erotic potential of a pair of beautiful, well-
crafted shoes. After the privations of World War II, the fashion 
industry emphasized abundance through a greater diversity of 
styles, including stilettos, which “were meant to be decadent, 
not useful.” As haute couture fell out of favor in the ’60s, popu-
lar designers like Mary Quant made the footwear-buying public 
aware of new possibilities that included shoes and boots made 
of disposable materials like Corfam and vinyl. “[F]antasy and self 
indulgence” became the watchwords of the ’70s, when women 
and men took to the streets and discotheques in gender-bending 
platform shoes. The gains that feminism made for women dur-
ing this decade eventually translated into a desire for high-end 
footwear by such contemporary designers as Manolo Blahnik 
and Christian Louboutin. Bergstein concludes by suggesting that 
greater social and economic mobility among women has ulti-
mately created “the age of great variety, when shoes are as diverse 
as the women who wear them.” Like Dorothy’s ruby red slippers, 
modern shoes are a way for women to express their hopes and 
dreams, but without “question, fear or apology.”

Wickedly provocative.

JAMES JOYCE
A New Biography
Bowker, Gordon
Farrar, Straus and Giroux  (624 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Jun. 12, 2012
978-0-374-17872-7  

The biographer of Orwell, Lowry and 
Durrell returns with a massively detailed 
narrative of the life of the author of Ulysses.

Bowker (Inside George Orwell, 2003, 
etc.) begins with several of the myriad 

epiphanies Joyce valued—the first, a moment when he was 
16 and lost both his virginity and the Virgin (he decided that 

was fun, and no Jesuit priesthood for me). The author then 
announces his intentions—to show the complexities and con-
tradictions of the man—and proceeds to do so in detail that is 
so impressive as to be overwhelming at times. Joyce (1882–1941) 
emerges as a mess of a man in these pages. The author charts 
the grim history of his eye problems (nearly a dozen eye opera-
tions, some involving leeches), his struggle to survive in the 
early days of his adulthood and marriage, the sad madness of 
his daughter, his enormous talents (he learned languages quickly, 
read everything) and his difficulty finding publishers for Dub-
liners and the more controversial works that followed. It took 
a famous Supreme Court ruling to decriminalize Ulysses in the 
United States. Joyce found a generous patron, though—Harriet 
Shaw Weaver—whose substantial gifts encouraged the spend-
thrift genius to live beyond his means, traveling throughout 
Europe, staying in first-class hotels, no longer the starving artist. 
Bowker’s labor to keep track of the plethora of places the Joyces 
lived is Herculean by itself. We see Joyce, too, as a prodigious 
worker who labored for endless hours, completing not just the 
shelf- and mind-bending novels Ulysses and Finnegan’s Wake but a 
play, stories and essays. Bowker goes light on the literary criti-
cism. We see Joyce at work and read about technique and intent, 
but there are few journeys into exegesis.

The narrative path is sometimes obscured by a lush 
undergrowth of detail, but our guide is wise and the jour-
ney is wondrous.

TWELVE DESPERATE MILES
The Epic World War II  
Voyage of the SS Contessa
Brady, Tim
Crown (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 24, 2012
978-0-307-59037-4
978-0-307-59039-8 e-book  

The first American offensive against 
Hitler, the November 1942 invasion of 
North Africa, began with a commando 

raid to capture an airfield outside Casablanca. Although not 
“epic,” it was a dramatic adventure rescued from obscurity by 
this lively history.

The idea originated with eager American spies on the spot 
and impressed Gen. Patton, commander of forces invading the 
beaches in Morocco. He didn’t tell his superiors (Marshall and 
Eisenhower), who expressed dismay when they learned of it. 
Reaching the airport required that two ships travel 12 miles up 
a shallow river, impossible without a local pilot; the spies found 
one, René Malevergne, a discovery probably responsible for this 
book because he kept a diary. Taking advantage of this historical 
treasure, Brady (The Great Dan Patch and the Remarkable Mr. Sav-
age, 2006, etc.) builds his story around this local resistance figure 
and recounts Malevergne’s experiences under the Vichy govern-
ment, his odyssey when he was smuggled out of Morocco to 
Gibraltar, flown to Britain and then to America before recrossing 
the Atlantic. He observed the landing from his hometown (Vichy 
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“The narrative path is sometimes  
obscured by a lush undergrowth of detail, but our guide  

is wise and the journey is wondrous.”
from james joyce
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French forces resisted; the Americans suffered hundred of casual-
ties) and then piloted the ships, successfully reaching the airport 
despite obstructions, collisions and enemy fire.

An entertaining story of individual heroism, which 
Brady surrounds by an equally entertaining account of the 
North African invasion, the largest amphibious operation 
in history at the time. (8-page black-and-white insert)

JOHN F. KENNEDY
Brinkley, Alan
Times/Henry Holt  (192 pp.) 
$23.00  |  May 8, 2012
978-0-8050-8349-1  

The admirable American Presidents 
series nears its end with another slim but 
astute biography by another big-league 
historian, this time Brinkley (The Pub-
lisher: Henry Luce and His American Cen-
tury, 2010, etc.).

The reputations of his predecessor (Eisenhower) and suc-
cessor (Lyndon Johnson) are rising steadily; not so with John 
F. Kennedy (1917-1963), whose middle-of-the-pack rating has 
changed little. This seems a fair evaluation of his actual accom-
plishments, admits Brinkley, who adds that he left an enor-
mous legacy as a charismatic leader and a glamorous symbol of 
hope and purpose long after his death. He was the handsome, 
unscholarly, self-indulgent son of Joseph Kennedy, whose enor-
mous wealth and ambition cleared his path through Massachu-
setts and then national politics. As a congressman and senator, 
Kennedy may have been more conservative than Eisenhower—
more fiercely anti-Soviet, in favor of military spending, unin-
terested in domestic reform and civil rights and an admirer of 
Joseph McCarthy. Elected our youngest president in 1960 by a 
tiny margin, his charm enchanted the nation despite a first year 
that included the disastrous Bay of Pigs invasion and bungled 
Vienna summit. Experience and input from advisors, including 
his brother, Robert Kennedy, improved his performance and 
social conscience, but Congress rejected his bills advancing civil 
rights, tax reform, aid to education, medical care for the elderly 
and antipoverty efforts. All passed under Lyndon Johnson, who 
possessed political skills that Kennedy lacked.

Plenty of long, definitive works exist, but Brinkley 
takes his job seriously, filling 160 pages with a thoughtful, 
opinionated biography.

THE OCCUPY   
HANDBOOK
Byrne, Janet--Ed.
Back Bay/Little, Brown  (256 pp.) 
$15.99 paperback  |  Apr. 17, 2012
978-0-316-22021-7  

A succinct body of essays by knowledge-
able, sympathetic observers on the griev-
ances of the Occupy Wall Street protestors.

Byrne (A Genius for Living: The Life of 
Frieda Lawrence, 1995) organizes the collec-

tion into three parts: “How We Got There,” “Where We Are Now” 
and “Solutions.” Economists Paul Krugman and Robin Wells give 
a crisp historical overview on how the excoriated “1 percent” qua-
drupled its real income between 1979 and 2007, leaving America 
as unequal as it had been on the eve of the Great Depression and 
unable to implement an adequate government policy because of 
the recent Congressional paralysis. Philip Dray reminds readers of 
the “enduring and seminal” legacy of protest movements preceding 
OWS, such as the Great Rail Strike of 1877 and the spontaneous 
lunch-counter sit-ins by black students in Greensboro, N.C., in 1960. 
Michael Hiltzik finds a good lesson in the Townsend movement of 
1933, which demanded government attention to the concerns of 
the aged. Unsurprisingly, the machinations of Wall Street dominate 
many of the essays: John Cassidy delves into what was good about 
Wall Street (addressing the capital-raising needs of their clients) and 
how it went terribly dysfunctional (exploiting instantaneous trading 
movements), while the reform of the tax system garners vigorous 
responses, such as those from Peter Diamond and Emmanuel Saez. 
Joel Bakan severely scrutinizes the “psychopathic personhood” of 
corporations, and Eliot Spitzer proposes income-contingent loans 
for struggling students. Some of the most fleshed-out essays put the 
OWS protests into a wider worldwide perspective—e.g., Nouriel 
Roubini’s simplified economics tutorial on the toll of globalization; 
and Robert M. Buckley’s daring assessment of the parallels between 
OWS and the pan-European uprisings of 1848. Other notable con-
tributors include Pankaj Mishra, Barbara Ehrenreich, Paul Volcker, 
Robert Reich, Scott Turow and Jeffrey Sachs.

An educational, highly useful primer on what’s broken 
and how to fix it.

THE VOW
The True Events  
that Inspired the Movie
Carpenter, Kim & Carpenter,  
Krickitt with Wilkerson, Dana
Broadman & Holman  (210 pp.) 
$14.99 paperback  |  Feb. 10, 2012
978-1-4336-7579-9  

A husband’s vapid memoir about a 
car crash that left his wife unable to rec-
ognize him.

Never underestimate what a star-studded Hollywood movie 
can do for a poorly written book. Carpenter’s account of the 



1993 car crash that changed his family’s life was first published 
in 2000. The recent film retold the story with leads Channing 
Tatum and Rachel McAdams. Unfortunately, the actual narra-
tive leaves much to be desired. Carpenter’s book opens with the 
author reminiscing about how he met his wife Krickitt over the 
telephone. One conversation with her was enough to make him 
feel like a “nervous, lovesick teenager.” Soon, Carpenter, who 
lived in New Mexico, was calling Krickitt, who lived in Cali-
fornia, almost every day. After a brief Christian courtship, the 
two decided to marry. But their conjugal bliss was shattered 
when the newlyweds were involved in a collision that changed 
everything “in the blink of an eye.” Carpenter escaped with 
physical injuries that eventually healed, but Krickitt experi-
enced brain trauma that changed her personality and took away 
all recollection of her husband and their shared past. Carpen-
ter eventually won back his wife by helping her through a long 
rehabilitation process, but Krickitt never recovered any of her 
memories of their courtship and marriage. Despite the story’s 
inherent drama, Carpenter only skims the surface of the under-
lying emotional tension, and the amateurish writing (“It was as 
if she decided to be the friendliest, most helpful person her cus-
tomers talked to every day. If that was the case then she was a 
roaring success in my mind”) and flat character portraits further 
hamstring the narrative.

A saccharine, thoroughly lackluster paean to the power 
of eternal love.

JACKIE AFTER O
One Remarkable Year  
When Jacqueline  
Kennedy Onassis Defied 
Expectations and 
Rediscovered Her Dreams
Cassidy, Tina
It Books/HarperCollins  (288 pp.) 
$24.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-06-199433-3  

A biography of Jacqueline Kennedy 
Onassis (1929–1994) focusing on a pivotal year in her life, 1975.

Former Boston Globe reporter and editor Cassidy (Birth: The 
Surprising History of How We Are Born, 2006) sets out to prove 
that Onassis, though arguably a socialite, was no dilettante—
that her seemingly sudden decision to immerse herself in the 
worlds of literature and historical preservation was born of 
longstanding interest and expertise in both. The author uses 
1975, the year in which Onassis was widowed for the second time, 
to examine this transformation from wife to activist and edi-
tor. Rather than creating focus, though, this lens often refracts. 
Cassidy includes detailed biographical information from earlier 
parts of her subject’s life in order to contextualize the choices 
she made during this pivotal year. Therefore, though that single 
year organizes the book, each of its significant events—her sec-
ond husband’s death, her work as a consulting editor for Viking, 
her rejection of the political posts offered to her—is exam-
ined broadly, not deeply. For example, the chapter about her 

involvement in the campaign to maintain Grand Central Sta-
tion’s status as a landmark site is as much about her restoration 
of the White House and her involvement in the preservation of 
Lafayette Square in Washington, D.C. Throughout, Cassidy is 
highly sympathetic to Onassis. She quotes Sally Quinn, a Wash-
ington Post writer who criticized Onassis in the fall of 1975 (“she 
is going literary-journalistic because…that’s where the glamour 
is, and the action”) and promptly dismisses her: “Quinn used 
the journalistic disguise of her own thoughts by inserting what 

‘skeptics’ thought.” Cassidy offers no evidence for this assertion, 
leaving readers unable to determine whether or not Quinn was 
actually voicing a common criticism of the time.

A well-researched but limited account of a year in the 
life of Jackie O.

PROVING DARWIN
Making Biology 
Mathematical
Chaitin, Gregory
Pantheon  (144 pp.) 
$24.00  |  May 8, 2012
978-0-375-42314-7
978-0-307-90746-2 e-book  

From a renowned mathematician, a 
collection of a series of lectures on “Meta-
biology: Life as Evolving Software”—

a “philosophy and history of ideas course on how and why to 
approach biology mathematically.”

Chaitin (Meta Math! The Quest for Omega, 2005, etc.) equates 
DNA with a universal programming language, software that 

“can presumably express any possible algorithm, any set of 
instructions for building and running an organism.” He cre-
ates a model “toy” organism—pure DNA stripped of any cell 
parts or functioning metabolism—and studies how the organ-
ism evolves through mutations resulting from random walks 
in a huge software space. He makes the point that his model 
reflects the creativity and open-endedness of nature, in parallel 
with the incompleteness and open-endedness of mathematics 
itself, as Kurt Gödel proved. Throughout the text, Chaitin pays 
considerable homage to Gödel, Turing and von Neumann. The 
author’s model organisms do not stagnate but respond to the 
challenge of creating extremely large whole numbers by creat-
ing variations in the software (mutations) achieved by those 
random walks, mutations that are in fact algorithms, which 
translate to the organism’s increased fitness. Chaitin’s invoca-
tion of mutations that are whole programs rather than simple 
changes in a single letter of the DNA code is necessary for his 
proof, but it has the effect of taking the issue of natural selec-
tion out of biology and into pure mathematics. As such, ques-
tions are sure to abound, and the book is a bit esoteric for 
general readers. But credit the author for a lively style, lots of 
useful historical references and an appendix that includes von 
Neumann’s prescient essay on self-reproducing automata.

Provocative? Yes. The last word on evolution? No, but a 
stimulating one all the same.
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on evolution? No, but a stimulating one all the same.”

from proving darwin
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WHAT A PLANT KNOWS
A Field Guide to the Senses
Chamovitz, Daniel
Scientific American/Farrar,  
Straus and Giroux  (192 pp.) 
$23.00  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-0-374-28873-0  

The science behind how a plant 
senses and adapts to its environment.

Director of the Manna Center for 
Plant Biosciences at Tel Aviv University, 

Chamovitz realized early in life that “the genetic difference 
between plants and animals is not as significant as [he] once 
believed.” Unlike animals, which can move to search for food, 
shelter or a mate, plants are confined to one spot. “Because 
of this,” writes the author, “plants have evolved complex sen-
sory and regulatory systems that allow them to modulate their 
growth in response to ever-changing conditions.” Through 
extensive research and scientific models, Chamovitz explains 
in accessible language how plants have somewhat human-like 
sensory responses to stimuli. Plants “see” by showing evidence 
of phototropism, the bending of a plant toward what is now 
known as blue light, and plant growth is affected by red and far-
red light. When leaf-eating insects attack a tree, the affected 
tree emits volatile chemicals into the air. Through “smell,” this 
effectively warns neighboring trees of a possible attack. Using a 
Venus fly trap as a model, Chamovitz proves plants feel specific 
kinds of “touch”—a fly trap will not shut when rain drops hit it, 
but only when two of its tiny hair-like projections are touched 
within seconds of each other. By comparing human senses to 
the abilities of plants to adapt to their surroundings, the author 
provides a fascinating and logical explanation of how plants sur-
vive despite the inability to move from one site to another.

Backed by new research on plant biology, this is an intrigu-
ing look at a plant’s consciousness. (28 b/w illustrations)

MOST TALKATIVE
Stories from the Front  
Lines of Pop Culture
Cohen, Andy
Henry Holt  (288 pp.) 
$25.00  |  May 8, 2012
978-0-8050-9583-8  

The Bravo network executive who 
green-lighted the Real Housewives fran-
chise shares backstage insights into real-
ity TV.

In this uneven memoir/gossip fest, Cohen attempts to strike a 
balance between the story of his upbringing in a close-knit Jewish 
family and dishing on the antics of “Bravolebrities.” In the former, 
he often succeeds, portraying his parents as warmly and humor-
ously as you would expect from someone who implored his mom 
to send him updates on All My Children while he was away at camp. 
Cohen’s youthful obsession with soap maven Susan Lucci further 

highlights his eventual lionizing of the Real Housewives, and he 
sprinkles his awkward encounters with his diva idol throughout 
the text. He also effectively captures the fear of coming out in 
the 1980s, a time when homophobic jokes and AIDS misinforma-
tion were rampant. Cohen is candid, but he will try many readers’ 
patience with his devotion of several pages to the most mundane 
details of the Housewives’ fame-mongering: e.g., tweets from their 
dogs, transcripts of interviews gone awry and defenses of their 
shallowness that ring—surprise!—hollow. In one tortured instance, 
he reveals how the Bravo team recut all episodes of the Real House-
wives of Beverly Hills after a participant’s husband committed sui-
cide, then claims that what they presented on TV was “real life.” 
The disclosure that the film crew shoots 85 hours of footage for 
every hour aired gives the lie to the claim that reality TV is any 
such thing. By the time that Cohen’s father tells him, “I just can’t 
get over that people speak to each other this way, in public places,” 
most readers will agree and likely stop reading.

Anyone except the most devoted Housewives fans will 
wish that Cohen were less talkative.

HERE LIES HUGH GLASS
A Mountain Man, a  
Bear, and the Rise of  
the American Nation
Coleman, Jon T.
Hill and Wang/Farrar, Straus  
and Giroux  (272 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-8090-5459-6  

An inadvertent American archetype 
comes in for thoughtful consideration in the hands of Coleman (His-
tory/Notre Dame Univ.; Vicious: Wolves and Men in America, 2004).

Hugh Glass had no idea he’d be a figure in the history books. 
A sort of entry-level mountain man in the early days of American 
exploration in the West, he “approached grizzly bears and bosses 
with the same disreputable grin.” One of those grizzly bears muti-
lated him so badly that it was highly unlikely he would survive. 
Andrew Henry, his boss on a trapping expedition along the Missouri 
River, left two men to bury Glass. The two men fled when a party 
of Indians approached, but Glass didn’t die. Instead, he crawled 
and hobbled for 38 days eastward to the nearest American outpost, 
swearing to avenge himself on the men who had abandoned him. 
Richard Harris did a fine job as a wronged man based on Glass in 
the 1971 film Man in the Wilderness, which figures at turns in Cole-
man’s vigorous narrative. But Glass, writes the author, turns up in 
countless other places in the larger story of the American West, an 
illustration of his staying power as a symbol of an ordinary guy who 

“merely endured.” It’s not exactly news that the history of the West 
is peppered with myth and legend spun out precisely to convince 
other ordinary guys to enter into the dangerous business of taming 
the frontier. Coleman doesn’t pretend otherwise, instead picking 
apart the tale of Glass to determine what can be called factual with 
any confidence. The answer is—well, perhaps not much, though, 
as Coleman wisely notes, “[t]he truth of these stories matters less 
than their coincidences.”



“A fluid study of how  
heavy-handed  repression by authoritarian regimes  

has given way to more subtle forms of control.”
from the dictator’s learning curve

Good storytelling matched with appropriate historical 
skepticism—a useful model for examining other 10-gallon 
yarns of westward expansion. 

DIAMOND IN THE ROUGH
A Memoir
Colvin, Shawn
Morrow/HarperCollins  (256 pp.) 
$25.99  |  $12.99 e-book  |  Jun. 5, 2012
978-0-06-175959-8
978-0-06-209916-7 e-book  

A chatty, but only occasionally enlight-
ening, life story from the confessional 
singer-songwriter.

Three-time Grammy winner Colvin’s 
life has long been a source for her songs, but it wears thin in her 
memoir. She’s frank about the many ups and downs of her personal 
life and career, where the slow climb to commercial and critical 
success meant overcoming a series of personal disasters: alcohol-
ism, anorexia, clinical depression, panic disorder and numerous 
broken romances. In perspective, it’s an inspiring story, as Colvin 
spent years of paying dues and saw her first album, Steady On, win 
a Grammy. She has overcome a lot, and is apparently content with 
her life as a respected singer and devoted mother. Unfortunately, 
the book too often bogs down into the territory of many numb-
ing addiction chronicles, padded with daily affirmations, mad 
shopping binges and the usual dreary details of life on the road. At 
times, the book feels like a therapeutic chore. For patient readers 
and close listeners of her music, there is some payoff when Col-
vin discusses her songs and the writing process: how “Diamond in 
the Rough” put her in the odd position of co-writing “a song with 
someone about breaking up with that someone” or how “if you 
can get one good line or verse right at the beginning, the song will 
be set up well for you.” Also: “the act of performing a new song in 
front of people is the ultimate bullshit detector.”

Ultimately, there’s too much “Of Meds and Men” and 
too little of the music that made Colvin popular. (B/W pho-
tos throughout. Author appearances in Austin and New York)

BAG OF BONES
The Sensational Grave 
Robbery of the Merchant 
Prince of Manhattan
Conway, J. North
Lyons Press  (320 pp.) 
$24.95  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-7627-7812-6  

The final installment of the author’s 
true-crime trilogy about New York City 
in the Gilded Age.

Conway (The Big Policeman: The Rise and Fall of America’s First, 
Most Ruthless, and Greatest Detective, 2010, etc.) tells the story of 
the life and death of “The Merchant Prince of Manhattan,” A.T. 

Stewart, the father of the American department store, who was, 
at the time of his death, the third richest man in the United 
States (behind William Astor Sr. and Cornelius Vanderbilt). A 
hard-working Irish immigrant, Stewart eventually grew his 
fortune to $40 million but was never accepted by New York’s 
elite—despite two landmark retail outlets and his massive Ital-
ian marble mansion, “considered one of the most ornate and 
elaborate private homes in America.” Two years after his death 
in 1876, his body was stolen from the family crypt. “Not only did 
the grave robbing cause a national sensation,” writes Conway, 

“it also led to one of the most notoriously bungled police investi-
gations in New York City’s history.” Judge Henry Hilton, Stew-
art’s friend, was directed to sell off Stewart’s businesses, but he 
ran them into the ground within six years. Eventually Stewart’s 
wife exchanged $20,000 for a bag of bones she hoped were her 
husband’s. Hilton also impeded the police investigation, which 
never got off the ground, and may have committed fraud in the 
form of Cornelia’s will, which named him as a significant bene-
factor. In support of his story, Conway uses numerous headlines 
and portions of articles from newspapers of the era. The device 
is occasionally clunky and leads to a repetitive, though generally 
engrossing, narrative.

A quick read about a gruesome crime with a twist at the 
end—will appeal mostly to die-hard fans of historical true crime.

THE DICTATOR’S  
LEARNING CURVE
Inside the Global  
Battle for Democracy
Dobson, William J.
Doubleday  (352 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Jun. 5, 2012
978-0-385-53335-5  

A fluid study of how heavy-handed 
repression by authoritarian regimes has 
given way to more subtle forms of control. 

Despite some reassuring advances in democracy over the 
last 40 years, from the collapse of dictatorships in Latin Amer-
ica, East Asia, Africa, Eastern Europe and recent progress since 
last year’s Arab Spring, Slate foreign affairs editor Dobson sees 
a pernicious, no-less-repressive shift in the tactics of autocrats 
still hanging on. Old-style authoritarian regimes have given way 
to modern dictators who “work in the more ambiguous spec-
trum that exists between democracy and authoritarianism”—
e.g., in Russia and China. In chapters that treat the newfangled 
dictatorial styles of these leaders (e.g., “The Czar” refers to 
Vladimir Putin; “The Pharaoh” to Hosni Mubarak) alternating 
with chapters on the increasingly savvy forces working against 
them (“The Opposition” and “The Youth”), Dobson travels 
around the globe, from Malaysia to Venezuela, chronicling his 
encounters with both camps. The tools of the dictator have 
always involved centralization of power, and for the modern 
autocrat no less, especially control of TV and newspapers. They 
are also more careful now not to upset the sense of political 
apathy, “the grease that helps any authoritarian system hum.” 
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While Putin carefully maintains stability and order to keep his 
grip, Hugo Chávez of Venezuela cultivates popular chaos, stack-
ing all government institutions with supporters so that he has 
amassed “unchecked executive power.” Besides speaking with 
plenty of brainwashed supporters of these regimes, Dobson 
sought out activists in the political opposition who have bravely 
endured terror and intimidation.

A pertinent work of journalistic research that will gain 
fresh meaning as authoritarian regimes both evolve and fall.

RON PAUL’S REVOLUTION
The Man and the  
Movement He Inspired
Doherty, Brian
Broadside Books/ 
HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 15, 2012
978-0-06-211479-2  

A breezy and generally admiring 
though not hagiographic look at the 
quixotic fixture at the far-right extreme 

of the last couple of presidential elections.
Reason editor Doherty (Gun Control on Trial: Inside the Supreme 

Court Battle Over the Second Amendment, 2009, etc.) would seem 
to share Ron Paul’s libertarian leanings, though he professes 
some amusement and bewilderment at Paul’s tactics, if not his 
message. Paul, for instance, has often spoken of terrorist activi-
ties as the blowback attendant in our messing around in other 
countries’ business, to which Doherty responds, presumably 
channeling Joe Six-Pack, “Whoa—a history lesson, recognizing 
consequences to our actions, an empathetic approach to what 
the rest of the world would think?” The rhetorical trick gets a 
little old, but it’s clear that Doherty cares greatly about captur-
ing what Paul’s supporters think about him and his ideas and, 
moreover, that he cares about representing them fairly. Much of 
the narrative is thus given over to fan notes, as against the words 
of the supposedly elite media. Not that the fan base is huge to 
begin with: “Paul’s rigorous hewing to a vision of government 
that almost every part of America’s learned political, academic, 
and media elites considers silly was only the start of his prob-
lems with the American electorate.” Doherty offers consider-
able insight into some aspects of Paul’s ongoing presidential 
campaigns. The chances of his ever being elected, after all, are 
vanishingly small, but one desired effect might be the opportu-
nity to influence the choice of vice president, as he might have in 
2008. Yet Paul, a maverick if nothing else, keeps his own counsel, 
insisting, for instance, on giving lessons in Austrian economic 
theory and demanding the abolition of the Federal Reserve 
rather than sharpening crowd-pleasing attacks on America’s for-
eign wars and the ill-advised war on drugs at home.

Illuminating, if sometimes a chore to read, and a wel-
come aid to understanding the evolution of Paul’s offbeat 
ideas.

THE BLOOD OF HEROES
The 13-Day Struggle for the 
Alamo—and the Sacrifice 
that Forged a Nation
Donovan, James
Little, Brown  (544 pp.) 
$29.99  |  May 15, 2012
978-0-316-05374-7  

A popular historian revisits the most 
stirring siege in American history.

On Feb. 24, 1836, vastly outnumbered 
and defending an old Spanish mission in San Antonio against 
Santa Anna’s Mexican army, garrison commander William Bar-
ret Travis issued a plea for reinforcements. To the people of 
Texas and “all Americans in the world,” he declared, “I shall 
never surrender or retreat.” He did neither, and the slaughter 
of the Alamo’s defenders has reverberated ever since. Donovan 
(A Terrible Glory: Custer and the Little Big Horn—The Last Great 
Battle of the American West, 2008, etc.) rightly deems the Battle 
of the Alamo the signal event of the Texas struggle for indepen-
dence. The two-week siege bought precious time for the fledg-
ling provincial government to organize, for settlers to recognize 
the immediacy of their peril and for Sam Houston’s Army of 
the People to assemble and train. The siege bogged down Santa 
Anna’s avenging force, killing many of his best troops. When, 
seven weeks later, Houston’s army surprised and routed the 
Napoleon of the West’s exhausted soldiers at San Jacinto, the 
Texans’ battle cry was “Remember the Alamo!” Donovan’s 
thoroughly researched and agreeably told story focuses on the 
13-day standoff, but he also supplies crucial context, helping us 
to understand the history of the breakaway province and nota-
ble characters in the revolution like Houston, Stephen Austin, 
Ben Milam and James C. Neill. He explains how the principal 
actors in the Alamo drama—including, of course, former con-
gressman and frontiersman David Crockett and knife-fighter 
James Bowie—arrived at this juncture in history. Yes, the Alamo 
is remembered, but not without controversy. What really hap-
pened inside those battered walls? Did Travis really draw a line 
in the sand, asking all who would stand with him to step across 
it? Without breaking the flow of his compelling story, Donovan 
reliably separates fact from legend, persuasively assessing the 
evidence and artfully setting the scene.

An authoritative, moving retelling of an enduring epi-
sode of sacrifice and courage. (Author tour to Dallas, Houston, 
Austin, San Antonio, Killeen)



BAD RELIGION
How We Became  
a Nation of Heretics
Douthat, Ross
Free Press  (336 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 17, 2012
978-1-4391-7830-0  

A piercing critique of heresy in a 
country where “traditional Christian 
teachings have been warped into justifi-
cations for solipsism and anti-intellectu-

alism, jingoism and utopianism, selfishness and greed.”
New York Times columnist and National Review film critic 

Douthat (Privilege: Harvard and the Education of the Ruling 
Class, 2005, etc.), a practicing Catholic, takes aim at the forces, 
on both the left and the right, that are corrupting American 
Christianity from within. From its glory days after World War 
II, when preachers were respected as legitimate moral arbiters 
and theologians had huge followings, Christianity has fallen on 
hard times. The traditional pillars of American religion—the 
once-omnipresent Protestant mainline exemplified by Rein-
hold Niebuhr, the nuanced and self-confident Catholicism of 
Archbishop Fulton Sheen, the evangelical revival led by Billy 
Graham and the beleaguered but transcendent black church of 
Martin Luther King Jr.—have all ceded their place in the public 
imagination, writes the author, as hundreds of dubious upstart 
doctrines claim converts in droves. The mushy universalism 
embraced by Protestant churches has caused believers to lose 
interest, the Catholic Church has been riven by dissension and 
scandal and the evangelical and historically black churches have 
given way to the creepy prosperity gospel of Joel Osteen, Creflo 
Dollar and others. While some of the particulars of Douthat’s 
arguments will be controversial—e.g., his portrayal of the aca-
demics involved in the Jesus Seminar as being as unconcerned 
with the facts as are fabulists like Dan Brown—his full-throated 
defense of Christian orthodoxy deserves to be heard in an age 
when theology, if not spirituality, has become something of a 
niche interest. For Douthat, the beauty of Christianity lies in 
the “paradoxical character” of Jesus, who “sets impossible stan-
dards and then forgives the worst of sinners.” When churches 
focus on only one aspect of Jesus’ nature and profess to offer 
easy answers to all of life’s problems, he writes, they hold up a 
false idol for worship.

A refined jeremiad sure to shake up the Christian 
establishment.

GODFORSAKEN
Bad Things Happen.  
Is There a God Who Cares? 
Yes. Here’s Proof.
D’Souza, Dinesh
Tyndale House  (290 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Feb. 17, 2012
978-1-4143-2485-2  

Conservative writer and speaker 
D’Souza (The Roots of Obama’s Rage, 2010, 
etc.) draws on years of experience publicly 

debating atheists in crafting a new argument for the existence, and 
benevolence, of God.

Though widely sympathetic to the reasons that most athe-
ists and agnostics have decided against faith, the author argues 
that too often belief against the existence of God stems primar-
ily from a disappointment with God, which is then rationalized 
into unbelief. Therefore, a defense of God’s existence cannot be 
divorced from a sound theodicy, an explanation of why God allows 
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pain and evil in the world. After providing a sound background in 
the concepts of theodicy, free will and atheist arguments as they 
have been formulated over centuries, the author dives into the 
heart of his thesis. We live, D’Souza argues, in a world, and a uni-
verse, made for humans. In such a world we necessarily encoun-
ter positives and negatives. Tectonic plates are seemingly unique 
to earth, and their slow movements are necessary for life as they 
create and regulate carbon dioxide on a global scale. The down-
side? They create earthquakes that sometimes take innocent lives. 
Water is a foundation to the existence of life. The downside? 
Floods, which cause extensive damage and lost lives. D’Souza 
argues this is not proof that God doesn’t care; instead, he asks, 
what alternative would we prefer? His argument climaxes with 
the anthropic principle, which points to the tremendous level of 
chance necessary to create a universe that would lead to life at 
all, let alone to the existence of humans, as proof that there is a 
creator. The author is erudite, accessible and clear, and he offers 
a tremendously wide range of sources. However, he has entered 
a realm in which no one can be entirely pleased or convinced. 
Fundamentalists will not like his acceptance of evolution or an 

“old” universe, while other readers will wince at conclusions like, 
“While animals feel pain, they do not suffer.”

A modern apologetic with appeal for like-minded readers.

CHINA AIRBORNE
Aviation and the  
Future of China
Fallows, James
Pantheon  (288 pp.) 
$25.95  |  May 15, 2012
978-0-375-42211-9
978-0-307-90740-0 e-book  

In this natural follow-up to Postcards 
from Tomorrow Square: Reports from China 
(2008), Atlantic correspondent Fallows 

analyzes the problems and promises of China’s economic devel-
opment through an examination of the efforts to create a world-
class aerospace industry.

With its unprecedented manufacturing prowess, China has 
become a world economic power. But how real and sustainable 
is the development? The test, writes the author, is how well 
China succeeds in its current effort to build an aerospace indus-
try, to which the Chinese government has pledged $230 billion. 

“If China can succeed fully in aerospace,” writes Fallows, “then 
in principle there is very little it cannot do.” However, this is no 
easy task. It is one thing to assemble iPhones, quite another to 
build an industry of the complexity of aerospace. Fallows ably 
guides readers through this complexity: developing interna-
tionally recognized standards of safety and inspection, ensuring 
adequate air space above China for a busy airline industry, devel-
oping and manufacturing airplanes, and their millions of com-
ponents, that can compete with established manufacturers such 
as Boeing and Airbus. In this effort, Fallows sees both the broad 
positive and negative features of Chinese society. While China’s 
economy at its best is marked by an anarchic spontaneity of 

entrepreneurial energy, this energy is often checked by a state 
apparatus obsessed with monitoring and controlling it. If the 
government will not allow open Internet access, it cannot easily 
open up the skies to commercial flights. The Chinese military 
owns the country’s airspace, with only a few narrow corridors 
open for commercial flights into China’s major cities. With 
precise yet accessible language, Fallows discusses a variety of 
contradictions in China, revealing much more about it than its 
prospects as an aerospace power.

An enjoyable, important update on an enigmatic eco-
nomic giant.

THE DIVORCE OF HENRY VIII
The Untold Story  
from Inside the Vatican
Fletcher, Catherine
Palgrave Macmillan  (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jun. 19, 2012
978-0-230-34151-7  

Assiduously tracking Henry VIII’s 
point man in Rome.

Henry’s divorce from Catherine of 
Aragon took six years to effect, involv-

ing numerous emissaries to the Vatican who may or may not 
have been on the up and up, and rupturing England’s ties to 
the Catholic Church in the end. The process proves exacting, 
engrossing reading as English academic Fletcher (History/Dur-
ham Univ.) focuses on the toilsome job of “resident diplomat” 
in Rome Gregorio Casali, who tried desperately to placate all 
factions, including Pope Clement and King Henry. However, 
the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, had besieged Rome for 
plunder and was not amused by Henry’s attempt to divorce his 
lawful queen of nearly 20 years. While Catherine was effectively 
lobbying her Spanish relatives and the pope constantly for sup-
port, Henry was enlisting academics to substantiate his claim 
that marrying his brother’s wife had amounted to a biblical 
hex. The campaign for public opinion wore on: Henry wanted 
an heir, plain and simple, and was willing to sever ties with the 
Roman Catholic Church to do it. Little by little, with his lover 
Anne Boleyn’s help, he cut the Church’s influence across Eng-
land, putting the pressure on Clement, who delayed intermina-
bly. Fletcher goes step by step, a numbing-by-details process: 
Bribery, nepotism, murder, marriage (Casali’s own) and Halley’s 
Comet all pass through these pages before Henry finally got his 
way and married Anne in 1533. Yet with Wolsey’s fall from favor 
and death, Casali returned to England to plead his case “that I 
and my kindred shall be an example to every man of the ingrati-
tude of princes,” then died soon after, abandoned by England.

An impressive, dogged study for armchair Tudor detectives.



RAINY BRAIN,  
SUNNY BRAIN
How to Retrain Your  
Brain to Overcome  
Pessimism and Achieve  
a More Positive Outlook
Fox, Elaine
Basic  (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Jun. 5, 2012
978-0-465-01945-8  

A psychologist looks at the influence 
that outlook—a tendency toward optimism or pessimism—can 
play in shaping the events in our lives.

For the past 20 years, Fox (Head of the Department of Psychol-
ogy and Centre for Brain Science/Univ. of Essex) has studied how 

“the diverse ways in which people interpret the world around them” 
are reflective of optimistic or pessimistic mindsets. She reports on 
experiments that differentiate between these mindsets in a variety 
of circumstances: the direction of a subject’s attention to positive 
or negative images, brain scans that reflect the activation of differ-
ent pathways in the brains, longitudinal studies that correlate per-
sonality type and life success. The author explains that the human 
brain has evolved two different circuits—the “rainy brain,” which 
allows us to have a rapid response to perceived danger, and the 

“sunny brain,” which directs us to pleasurable activities. Both are 
necessary to help us cope with our environment, but experiments 
show that the predominance of one over the other is observable 
in sunny-brained optimistic people compared with rainy-brained 
pessimists. The difference reflects the “delicate ebb and flow of cir-
cuits deep in our brain that shapes the contours and valleys of our 
personality”—e.g., while the pleasure circuitry of both optimists 
and pessimists are triggered by positive experiences, the activa-
tion will last longer for those with sunnier dispositions. Not only 
have optimists been shown to be happier, but they tend to be more 
successful in flexibly meeting life’s challenges. While there may be 
genetic factors involved in the development of personality type, 
Fox suggests it is possible to adjust the “reactivity of these brain 
areas,” although sometimes professional help is advisable.

An insightful addition to the self-help bookshelf. (16 
b/w illustrations)

THE BALL
Discovering the  
Object of the Game
Fox, John
Perennial/HarperCollins  (368 pp.) 
$14.99 paperback  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-0-06-188179-4  

An anthropologist and freelance jour-
nalist debuts with a peripatetic analysis of 
our ball games—where they came from, 
how they evolved and why we love them.

Fox darts around the globe to show us the origins of our 
games. Locales include Ecuador, the Orkneys, France, Mexico, 

Onondaga, N.Y., Newbury and Springfield, Mass., and Ada, 
Ohio. In a mostly chronological fashion, the author reveals a 
variety of odd, amusing and even horrifying facts. Dolphins pre-
fer balls to any other toys; Galen loved the popular Roman game 
of harpastum, a roughhouse contest; the Mayan game of ulama, a 
soccer-like competition with a much heavier ball advanced by 
hitting it with the hips, sometimes cost the losers their lives. In 
the Orkneys Fox witnessed a violent street game, the Kirkwall 
Ba’, that divides the town, as many as a hundred on a side, a 
contest that continues until a side wins. Bruises, blood, broken 
bones—all are part of the action. The author played the medi-
eval game of indoor tennis, teaching us about the origins of ten-
nis terms like “love.” He also explored the New World games 
of lacrosse, baseball, football and basketball. He dismisses leg-
ends (Abner Doubleday), confirms truths (James Naismith and 
basketball), participates as well as observes and teaches us how 
all sorts of balls were and are made. Occasionally, he speculates 
about the significance of it all—did our ability for language 
develop because we figured out how to throw? Sometimes he 
pontificates: “We play, therefore we are.” The accounts of the 
ancient games engage more than the recent ones.

The conclusions don’t surprise, but crackerjack report-
ing crackles throughout.

THE LOST BANK
The Story of Washington 
Mutual—the Biggest Bank 
Failure in American History
Grind, Kirsten
Simon & Schuster  (384 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 12, 2012
978-1-4516-1792-4  

A welcome new addition to the increas-
ingly crowded shelf of books about banking 
failures during the past five years.

Wall Street Journal reporter Grind began covering Seattle-based 
Washington Mutual while employed at the Puget Sound Business 
Journal. When WaMu went out of business in 2008, it qualified as 
the largest bank failure in American history. Grind chronicles the 
mostly proud 110-year performance of the bank, tracing the failure 
in large part to the increasingly reckless management decisions of 
chief executive Kerry Killinger. The author begins in 1981, when 
WaMu’s outside lawyer Lou Pepper reluctantly began running the 
daily activities of the troubled bank. Pepper was a likable man, per-
ceived as a smart, fair boss. He helped save WaMu by converting 
it into a publicly held stock company, owned by its shareholders. 
When Pepper retired, Killinger stepped in as his predecessor. For 
a while he was a cautious steward. As the housing market heated 
up, however, Killinger and his management cohorts decided to ride 
the bubble by making unwise home loans. As at other mortgage 
lenders, the decision makers seemed unreasonably optimistic that 
the bubble would never burst. Despite warnings from his staff and 
from two federal bank regulatory agencies, Killinger continued to 
expand the mortgage-loan business despite the poor credit ratings 
of borrower after borrower. Grind takes readers inside the Federal 
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Deposit Insurance Corporation and the Office of Thrift Supervi-
sion, sometimes-warring U.S. government agencies, as their top 
executives argued whether WaMu could be saved. During that 
debate, Jamie Dimon, chief executive at JPMorgan Chase, agreed 
to purchase the diminishing nontoxic assets of WaMu.

A detailed, instructive account of a bank failure far 
away from the power centers of New York City.

BETTER, STRONGER, FASTER
The Myth of American 
Decline..and the Rise  
of a New Economy
Gross, Daniel
Free Press  (256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 8, 2012
978-1-4516-2128-0  

Yahoo! Finance columnist and editor 
Gross (Dumb Money: How Our Greatest 
Financial Minds Bankrupted the Nation, 2009, 

etc.) confidently asserts that America is not in a terminal decline.
The author insists, against the naysayers, that the financial 

rescue of 2009 actually worked. The private sector is restructuring, 
the government has acted promptly and effectively, foreign invest-
ments are still a factor and the country’s exports are in demand 
around the world. To back his seemingly irrepressible optimism, he 
provides plenty of evidence, often from his own travels and inter-
views. Whether discussing “BigBelly,” an innovative solar-powered 
trash compactor, or Wallquest, an international exporter of luxury 
wallpapers, or GE’s thriving, export-driven, South Carolina–based 
turbine production, the author is on the case. Gross writes that 
proponents of decline believe that “all the structural forces trans-
forming the global economy are arrayed against us. But that’s not 
true.” Unlike those who see China as a threat, the author examines 
the transformation of America’s relationship with China, as U.S. 
companies manufacture for consumption there. GM now pro-
duces more vehicles there than it does here, and KFC boasts that 
it is the “largest and fastest growing restaurant chain in mainland 
China today.” Within the U.S., Gross highlights the development 
of the Bakken oil fields in North Dakota and looks at the interna-
tional role of higher education in America, along with the interna-
tionalization of U.S. book publishing. The author recognizes that 
his claims are not set in stone and can turn out differently, but he 
does so without abandoning his underlying optimism. He is confi-
dent outsourced jobs will soon begin to flow back into the U.S., and 
he promotes investment in domestic infrastructure.

An upbeat account full of useful information.

MUD, SWEAT, AND TEARS
The Autobiography
Grylls, Bear
Morrow/HarperCollins  (416 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-06-212419-7
978-0-06-212414-2 e-book  

The fearless host of Man vs. Wild 
illustrates a highly spirited life.

Born in Britain in 1974, Edward Michael 
Grylls (his sister nicknamed him “Bear,” 

and it stuck) became heavily influenced by the strength and 
resilience of his great-grandfather, a British officer during 
World War I. His childhood memories include nervously antici-
pating school grades and thriving amid the tireless support (but 
limited attention) of two hardworking parents who urged him 
to “follow your dreams and to look after your friends and family 
along the way.” With unflagging confidence, Grylls (To My Sons: 
Lessons for the Wild Adventure Called Life, 2012, etc.) satisfied his 
adventurous side as a youth with frequent harrowing adventures 
with his father, a Royal Marine, and developed physical stamina 
in karate class, which tempered bouts of mischief. Grylls’ nar-
rative is bolstered by its heavily anecdotal form. The author’s 
finely detailed account of a grueling, physically challenging stint 
in the Special Air Services becomes surprisingly overshadowed 
by the book’s centerpiece: the author’s arduous, three-month 
group expedition at 23 to the crest of Mount Everest. Utilizing 
skills polished in the British Army, he became one of the young-
est mountaineers to reach that summit, which begat lectures, 
a deodorant commercial, appointment as the youngest ever 
Chief Scout to the Scouting Association and eventual celebrity 
status as an influential personality on the Discovery Channel 
(Man vs. Wild receives only a few cursory, concluding chapters). 
Grylls’ breezy account flows with the verve and uncomplicated 
language of an engaging novel and forms a satisfying life story 
brimming with excitement and adventuresome risk-taking.

An inside look at the makings of an intrepid, insatiable 
explorer. (Three 8-page color photo inserts. Author tour to Denver, 
Los Angeles, New York, Portland, San Francisco, Seattle)

THE FATE OF THE SPECIES
Why the Human Race  
May Cause Its Own Extinction 
and How We Can Stop It
Guterl, Fred
Bloomsbury  (224 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-1-60819-258-8  

A fine scientific explanation of our 
abuse of the natural world that, despite the 
subtitle, does not explain how to stop it.

Scientific American executive editor Guterl begins by discuss-
ing mass extinction, a process that has occurred half-a-dozen 
times over life’s 2.5-billion-year history, eliminating up to 90 



percent of species. The survivors thrived, and the current mass 
extinction (already in progress) may not eliminate the human 
species, but the consequences will be dismal. With frequent 
detours into discussions of terrorism, the author describes the 
science behind a dozen potential disasters provoked by a com-
bination of sheer human numbers and technological advances. 
Deadly plagues are inevitable as microbes jump back and forth 
between animals and humans; if these natural mutations don’t 
produce a superbug, genetic engineering (perhaps by a clever 
terrorist) might do the same. Guterl portrays global warming, 
now under way, with vivid specifics on rising sea levels, melt-
ing ice caps, vanishing fresh water and increasingly unstable 
weather. Widespread famine predicted by doomsayers isn’t yet 
happening, but food prices are rising. The obligatory hopeful 
finale mentions eliminating carbon-based fuels, doing without 
energy-consuming conveniences and living in harmony with 
nature—though the author admits these measures are unlikely 
to be undertaken. Dramatic advances in genetically engineered 
plants and animals, atmospheric coolants, small-scale local, 
energy-efficient agriculture and massive carbon-sequestration 
will work when they arrive—but none have arrived yet.

Aside from too many lurid terrorist scenarios, this is 
an intelligent account of the mess we are making of the 
planet; the unsettling conclusion: that humans may survive 
because we are resilient, not because we can fix matters.

EXPELLED
A Journalist’s  
Descent into the  
Russian Mafia State
Harding, Luke
Palgrave Macmillan  (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 22, 2012
978-0-230-34174-6  

The Guardian’s former Moscow 
bureau chief provides a firsthand account 
of the kleptocratic spy state that is Vladi-

mir Putin’s Russia.
Prior to his posting in Moscow in 2007, British journalist 

Harding was stationed in Berlin; in a final, chilling chapter of 
this delineation of the pernicious post-Soviet security system, 
he compares what he experienced with the spying and terror 
routinely practiced by the former East Germany Stasi. Soon 
after the author arrived in Moscow, the flat where he lived with 
his wife and children was broken into, the window left open 
and objects subtlety moved. This sneaky psychological exercise 
would be repeated over the four years Harding managed to stick 
it out, especially after he and his newspaper had revealed embar-
rassing information about the corruption and repression prac-
ticed by the Putin regime. The author knew the identities of the 

“ghosts” who broke into his flat, bugged his phone and routinely 
followed him, because he was summoned to Lefortovo prison 
for interrogation by Russia’s Federal Security Service, the suc-
cessor to the KGB where Putin cut his teeth. Deemed an enemy 
of the state, Harding was also in a unique position to observe up 

close the machinations of Putin’s paranoid, anti-Western Rus-
sia, run by siloviki, or “power guys” intent on protecting their 
interests at all costs and repressing any opposition. The author 
was on the frontlines of coverage of the Georgian insurrection 
in 2008, the Chechen terrorist attacks in the Moscow metro of 
2010 and the rise of anti-ethnic thuggery. He proves a keen, sen-
sitive chronicler of the growing chasm between Russia’s haves 
and have-nots.

An astute testimony of a regime grown intractably dastardly.

LIFE EVERLASTING
The Animal Way of Death
Heinrich, Bernd
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt  (256 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Jun. 19, 2012
978-0-547-75266-2  

Heinrich (Biology Emeritus/Univ. of 
Vermont; The Nesting Season: Cuckoos, Cuck-
olds and the Invention of Monogamy, 2010, 
etc.) explores the taboos and relevance of 
scavengers, the “life-giving links that keep 

nature’s systems humming along smoothly.”
After a friend asked if he could be buried on the author’s 

woodland property in Maine, he reexamined his curiosity with 
the natural world: watching burying beetles for hours, sawing 
through a log to track the progress of beetle larvae, tracking 
and feeding local ravens. Heinrich presents five major sections 
outlining how bodies and plants are recycled and broken down: 
small to large (beetles to raptors and ravens to humans, the ulti-
mate recyclers), north to south (ravens to vultures and condors), 
plant undertakers (tree borers to dung beetles), watery deaths 
(salmon, whales and other marine species) and changes (meta-
morphosis and death rituals). Above all, temperature affects 
how and what breaks down carrion as the flies and insects of 
summer are replaced by various birds in the winter. The author 
also tracks how trees decompose, a process that often begins 
before they die. Heinrich’s main strength is his narration of the 
small stories—e.g., whale falls, dung beetles and ravens feeding. 
As a warning, he notes that extinctions have hit animal under-
takers especially hard since vast herds of ungulates (deer, elk, 
bison) are no longer available. Heinrich maintains a conversa-
tional tone, but some of the chapters seem disparate, written 
at different times with different audiences in mind. Helpful 
author illustrations pepper the book.

If you can’t spend an afternoon watching beetles and 
hearing Heinrich’s stories on how nature recycles its dead, 
this book is the next best thing.
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FREEDOM’S FORGE 
How American  
Business Built the  
Arsenal of Democracy  
that Won World War II
Herman, Arthur
Random House  (432 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 8, 2012
978-1-4000-6964-4  

It’s not often that a historian comes 
up with a fresh approach to an absolutely 

critical element of the Allied victory in World War II, but Pulitzer 
finalist Herman (Gandhi & Churchill: The Epic Rivalry that Destroyed 
an Empire and Forged Our Age, 2009, etc.) has done just that.

The author argues powerfully against the conventional wis-
dom that America’s rearmament took place under the guidance of 
a competent federal government that brought business and labor 
together for the country’s defense. To the dismay of New Dealers 
who had hoped to use the war to bring business under government 
control, the production of the flood of war materiel that drowned 
the Axis was achieved by the voluntary cooperation of businesses 
driven as much by the profit motive as by patriotism, solving prob-
lems through their own ingenuity rather than waiting for govern-
ment directives. The physical and organizational challenges were 
overwhelming. The production of sufficient familiar armaments 
required expanding existing moribund plants and constructing new 
ones, then manufacturing new machine tools and organizing their 
use to maximize efficiency. Doing the same for enormously complex 
new weapons, in particular the B-29 bomber with 40,000 different 
parts made by 1,400 subcontractors, was an even more stagger-
ing task, exacerbated by materials shortages and recalcitrant labor 
unions. A story resting on the statistics of industrial production runs 
a constant risk of lapsing into tedium, but Herman’s account never 
falters. He carries it off in engaging style by centering this sweep-
ing narrative on the efforts of two colorful business leaders, Henry 
Kaiser and William Knudsen, who led the struggle to produce ships, 
planes and arms for Britain and then for America in a war that many 
had persisted in believing wasn’t coming. 

A magnificent, controversial re-examination of the role 
of American business in winning WWII.

BORN TO BATTLE
Grant and Forrest— 
Shiloh, Vicksburg,  
and Chattanooga
Hurst, Jack
Basic (512 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-0-465-02018-8  

A lively narrative of the Civil War’s West-
ern theatre, too often overshadowed by the 
better known armies and battles in the East. 

Historian Hurst (Men of Fire: Grant, Forrest, and the Campaign 
That Decided the Civil War, 2007, etc.) continues the work he 

began in Men of Fire, following the careers of Ulysses S. Grant and 
Nathan Bedford Forrest from Shiloh to the defense of Chatta-
nooga. These biographies appear together in support of his thesis 
that both generals were of working-class origin but “Northern 
inclusiveness permitted the rise of Grant...while Southern insu-
larity predestined the Confederacy to squander the brilliance of 
Forrest, whose fertile brain and vicious valor might have helped 
fashion an opposite outcome.” This appears to be a stretch, how-
ever; it is not clear that given greater command, Forrest could 
have done more to turn the Union tide. Further, Grant was a 
West Point graduate, while Forrest was a nearly unlettered for-
mer slave trader who spoke “primitive English.” These differ-
ences would have been significant in any officer class, but Forrest 
nevertheless achieved the rank of major general. He appears here 
as a brilliant, determined, crude and insubordinate warrior, chaf-
ing under snubs from the aristocratic Gen. Braxton Bragg, who 
considered him “nothing more than a good raider” despite his 
spectacular exploits against superior forces. Grant, the stolid 
but surprisingly resourceful commander, suffered under similar 
prejudices on the part of his superior, Gen. Henry Halleck, but 
ultimately brought Halleck around through battlefield success 
and their shared opposition to the scheming politician Gen. John 
McClernand. Hurst amply illuminates the misery visited upon 
Tennessee and Mississippi as the armies moved back and forth 
across the land, along with the backbiting, blunders and inflated 
egos that abounded in both armies.

Particularly recommended for fans of the controversial 
Forrest. (22 b/w illustrations; 7 maps)

SQUEEZE THIS!
A Cultural History of the 
Accordion in America
Jacobson, Marion
Univ. of Illinois  (304 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Apr. 1, 2012
978-0-252-03675-0  

A solid, readable academic inquiry 
into accordion technology and culture, 
showing how the instrument has adapted 
to changing times and trends.

This book holds plenty of interest for those who love 
accordion music, not merely academics who study the instru-
ment or musicians who play it. (The author is both.) What 
Jacobson terms a “biography of the accordion” traces the 
development and popular appeal of an instrument that could 
function as a whole band, is much less expensive and more 
portable than a piano, followed the immigration patterns of 
Italians and Eastern Europeans and flourished in the Ameri-
can cities where they clustered, was all but killed by rock ’n’ 
roll, yet has found new life in a variety of different contexts. 

“The story of the accordion after 1908 is about people who 
at critical moments redefined the technology of the instru-
ment as well as the culture surrounding the instrument,” 
writes the author. She documents the instrument’s various 
image makeovers, striving for the legitimacy of high culture 



while attempting to shake its associations with cheesiness, 
tawdriness (the instrument of the bordello and the saloon) 
and working-class ethnicity. Jacobson deservedly shines the 
spotlight on a variety of accordionists: Guido Deiro, who 

“experienced the most dramatic rise to success in accordion 
history” and was once married to Mae West; Dick Contino, 
a would-be teen idol; Myron Floren, far more of a virtuoso 
than Lawrence Welk; and Frankie Yankovic, a huge crossover 
recording success. Yet the author slights the likes of Clifton 
Chenier and zydeco, Flaco Jimenez and conjunto, Los Lobos 
and Cajun accordion music, focusing more on the less-indig-
enous Brave Combo and They Might Be Giants. The “Accor-
dions Are In!” ad campaign for the Tiger Combo ‘Cordion 
reflects the humor here that is too rare in academic writing.

A good start on a rich subject. (20-page color photo insert)

A BATTLE FOR THE  
SOUL OF ISLAM
An American Muslim 
Patriot’s Fight to  
Save His Faith
Jasser, M. Zuhdi
Threshold Editions/Simon  
& Schuster  (336 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 5, 2012
978-1-4516-5794-4  

A candid, patriotic pushback against 
Muslim stereotyping by a deeply anti-Islamist Navy veteran and 
physician in Arizona.

Born in 1967 to Syrian refugees in Ohio, raised in Wiscon-
sin, a committed conservative and founder of the American 
Islamic Forum for Democracy, Jasser has been moved to speak 
out by what he believes is the Muslim community’s inadequate 
stand against Islamist terrorism and political tribalism. He 
believes in the separation of mosque and state and is often hor-
rified to hear Muslim Americans assert the supremacy of the 
Qur’an over the principles of the U.S. Constitution. He details 
his background and family, including his unease serving in the 
Navy, which was dominated by a hard-drinking, womanizing 
culture while he was abstemious and chaste, according to his 
religion; and his early professional tensions with his physician 
father, who was overbearing, proud and disputatious. Married 
in a traditional fashion to another high-achieving young Syr-
ian American, Jasser settled down to start a family and private 
practice in Phoenix as a primary care physician, chosen as part 
of his dedication to the “holistic appreciation of the patient” 
urged by his Islamic faith. The attacks of 9/11 shattered his com-
placency, and Jasser looks hard at the Arab responses, dictated 
by what he sees as lingering effects of tribalism. He weighs the 
eerie parallels between himself and the Army psychiatrist who 
went on a murderous shooting spree at Fort Hood, a tragedy he 
blames on Islamist ideology. Branded an “Uncle Tom Muslim,” 
Jasser spoke to the House Committee on Homeland Security 
against what he calls “PC blindness” to the threat. His paranoia 
aside, the author draws from his father’s own translations of 

the Qur’an for an intelligent reassessment of its message along 
the lines of Jeffersonian democracy.

A strident call to energize Muslim Americans to promote 
notions of pluralism, toleration and equal rights for women. 

JOHNSON’S LIFE OF LONDON
The People Who Made the 
City that Made the World
Johnson, Boris
Riverhead  (336 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-1-59448-747-7  

The mayor of London demonstrates 
that understanding his city requires an 
acquaintance with key historical personages, 
from Alfred the Great to Keith Richards.

On the eve of the 2012 Summer Olympics, the author pro-
vides a lively thematic guide to the city’s historical evolution as 
represented by the legacy of notable Londoners, ancient and 
modern, from the Romans who overran the city to the great 
statesman who staunchly defended it from attack, Winston 
Churchill. Johnson has served as mayor since 2008, previously 
the editor of The Spectator and thus a trained, amiable journalist. 
With an engaging, felicitous tone, the author obviously enjoys 
offering his account of what the English have done best, from 
spreading the good word in the form of the King James Bible 
to parliamentary democracy and habeas corpus to the marvels 
of the English language. Johnson pays tribute to numerous 
illustrious Londoners, some better known than others—e.g., 
the early avenger Boudica, the first in a tradition of powerful 
female leaders; a previous mayor, 15th-century financier Rich-
ard Whittington; a fabulously inventive, now-forgotten genius 
of the 17th century, Robert Hooke; eccentric civil libertarian 
John Wilkes; Samuel Johnson and his lexicographic wit; saintly 
nurses Florence Nightingale and Mary Seacole, who challenged 
notions of hygiene and ventilation in the treatment of disease; 
and W.T. Stead, inventor of tabloid journalism with his work 
on the Pall Mall Gazette in the mid 19th century. Along the way 
there are shorter bios of some incredibly important innovators 
and inventors, such as Sir John Harington, godson of Queen 
Elizabeth I and fashioner of the flush toilet of which she was 
so fond; Beau Brummel and his now-ubiquitous men’s suit; and 
Denis Johnson and his significant modifications on the bicycle 
in 19th-century London.

In this amusing, rah-rah pep rally for the imminent crush 
of summer tourists, the author shows that there is much 
more to London than Big Ben, London Bridge and William 
Shakespeare.
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Historian Walter Lord 
once labeled the Titanic 
disaster “the unsinkable 
subject.” Indeed, a century 
after that elegant passen-
ger liner struck an iceberg 
and went to a watery 
grave in the north Atlantic 
Ocean on April 15, 1912—
taking with her more 
than 1,500 passengers and 
crew, or two-thirds of the 
people on board—that 
vessel and her shocking 
fate remain fertile topics 
of research, debate and 
public fascination.
It’s no surprise, then, that an abun-
dance of new nonfiction books about 
the Royal Mail Steamer Titanic have 
been published over the last year, with a 
particular flood of them reaching book-
stores just in time for this month’s 100th 
anniversary. Several of those works 
are excellent, but they ought not over-
shadow a few older volumes that belong 
in the library of any Titanic enthusiast.
 New and especially useful to readers 
looking for a dramatic recap of the craft’s 
foundering is Gilded Lives, Fatal Voyage: 
The Titanic’s First-Class Passengers and Their 
World, by Hugh Brewster. As the title 
suggests, the focus here is on those fortu-
nate folk able to book the most luxurious 

accommodations on the Titanic’s ill-fated 
maiden crossing from Southampton, 
England, to New York City.
 Lily May Futrelle, the wife of Ameri-
can mystery writer Jacques Futrelle (who 
perished in the sinking), described her 
first-class shipmates as “a rare gathering 
of beautiful women and splendid men.” 
Included in their number were real-estate 
magnate John Jacob Astor IV and his 
pregnant 18-year-old wife; tennis player 
and future Olympic gold medalist R. Nor-
ris Williams; Denver socialite and wom-
en’s-rights champion Margaret Brown 
(immortalized, incorrectly, as “Molly” 
Brown); Maj. Archibald Butt, the military 
aide to U.S. President William Howard 
Taft; and silent-film actress Dorothy Gib-
son. (Financier J.P. Morgan had planned 
to sail on the Titanic as well, but instead 
stayed behind with his mistress in France.) 
Although Gilded Lives relies often on 
speculation about the shipboard activities 
of the Edwardian celebrities lost in that 
1912 calamity, Brewster balances that with 
a splendid use of firsthand accounts from 
the survivors—a much greater percentage 
of whom were cabin-class passengers than 
poorer, steerage travelers.
 Interestingly, among those rescued 
from the wreck was the president of 
the company that owned the Titanic; 
he leapt into one of the vessel’s too-few 
lifeboats, along with women and chil-
dren—and was later vilified for having 
lived through the disaster. In last year’s 
How to Survive the Titanic, or The Sink-
ing of J. Bruce Ismay, Frances Wilson 
employs Ismay’s story as a window into 
the troubled soul of a privileged indus-
trialist who, as he was rowed to safety, 
wouldn’t even look back at his ruined 
White Star liner and the hundreds of 
people struggling to flee its ruination. 
 Analyzing Ismay’s last-minute 
instinct to save his own hide, even if it 
cost him his honor, Wilson sees “an ordi-
nary man caught in extraordinary cir-
cumstances, who behaved in a way which 
only confirmed his ordinariness. Ismay 
is the figure we all fear we might be.” He 

eventually quit public life and settled in 
Ireland, but not before having to sub-
mit to government inquiries in both the 
United States and Britain. Wilson uses 
his testimony to re-examine numerous 
contradictions surrounding the Titanic’s 
final days, but goes beyond that to plumb 
parallels between Ismay’s experiences 
and those of Joseph Conrad’s protago-
nist in Lord Jim (1900), another gent who 
abandoned a ship in distress.
 Anybody familiar with Titanic his-
tory knows about the two groups of 
onboard musicians who, as the grand 
ocean liner dove beneath the frigid 
waters, gathered together to serenade 
an audience less captivated than cha-
otic. However, it took Steve Turner’s 
The Band That Played On: The Extraor-
dinary Story of the 8 Musicians Who Went 
Down with the Titanic (2011) to finally 
give those men—five of them English, 
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GILDED LIVES, FATAL VOYAGE: 
THE TITANIC’S FIRST-CLASS 
PASSENGERS AND THEIR WORLD
by Hugh Brewster



one French, one Belgian and one Scot-
tish—strong individual identities. 
Turner, a music journalist, tracked down 
descendents of the eight instrumental-
ists and collected photographs that fit 
his middle-class subjects into their time 
and give them heroic dimension. Unfor-
tunately, he cannot answer the burning 
questions: Why did those men decide 
to perform on the Titanic’s deck that 
night? And were they still playing as the 
ship vanished?
 If you’re looking for more eyewitness 
recollections of the steamer’s destruc-
tion, turn to Titanic: First Accounts. Edited 
by Tim Maltin, and released earlier this 
year, it features excerpts from books and 
newspaper articles penned by the survi-
vors. It also contains the full text of The 
Truth About the Titanic, composed by first-
class passenger Col. Archibald Gracie IV 
following his return to civilization, but 
not published until after his passing in 
December 1912. 
 Gracie was washed overboard dur-
ing the ship’s plunge; however, he subse-
quently found salvation on an upturned 
lifeboat. His memories of the scene 
following the Titanic’s disappearance 
will send a chill up your spine: “[T]here 
arose to the sky the most horrible sounds 
ever heard by mortal man…The agoniz-
ing cries of death from over a thousand 
throats, the wails and groans of the suf-
fering, the shrieks of the terror-stricken 
and the awful gaspings of breath of those 
in the last throes of drowning, none of us 
will ever forget to our dying day.”
 Similarly arresting is Wreck and Sink-
ing of the Titanic: The Ocean’s Greatest 
Disaster, edited by Marshall Everett. 
Originally rushed to press in 1912, but 
rereleased this year in a handsome edi-
tion with new artwork and an antique 
quality, this book includes survivor 
remembrances, tributes to the better-
known figures who went down with the 
ship, dramatic re-creations of the sink-
ing’s key moments, stories about relief 
funds raised for the poor immigrants 
who managed to live through that 

maritime horror and even a statement 
of remorse (“My heart overflows with 
grief for you all…”) from the widow of 
Capt. Edward J. Smith, who’s thought to 
have remained on his bridge till the end.
 Words alone, though, can’t convey 
the complete story of this once-mighty 
craft. Photographs of the luxurious liner 
under sail are hard to come by; most of 
them having been shot by a 32-year-old 
Jesuit priest named Francis Browne, who 
boarded the Titanic in Southampton but 
got off with his camera in Ireland, before 
the fatal ocean transit. Titanic in Photo-
graphs (2011), by Daniel Klistorner and 
Steve Hall with Bruce Beveridge, Scott 
Andrews and Art Braunschweiger, con-
tains Browne’s images, as well as shots 
of the steamer’s construction in Belfast 
and newspaper photos taken during 
its sea trials and stops along the way to 
New York. On top of those there’s a set 
of color illustrations from the interior of 
the Titanic’s sister ship, the Olympic, that 

shows in what extravagance White Star 
passengers traveled.
 It’s easy to feel overwhelmed by the 
quantity of books currently available 
on this maritime misadventure. Not yet 
mentioned is John Maxtone-Graham’s 
Titanic Tragedy: A New Look at the Lost 
Liner, which addresses a few of the less-
covered topics associated with the tale, 
such as the role of wireless communica-
tions in the steamship’s destiny, the ship-
yards where the Titanic and Olympic were 
assembled, and the rescue vessel Car-
pathia, diverted from a Mediterranean 
cruise to the site of the Titanic’s collision, 
375 miles off the coast of Newfoundland. 
Meanwhile, Steven Biel’s 1996 work, 
Down with the Old Canoe (an updated 
version of which was recently released), 
focuses on how the Titanic calamity was 
turned into a cultural symbol, used by 
feminists, anti-capitalists and others to 
advance their own ideologies, and how 
its story has been preserved in films, 
books and music.
 And of course, it wouldn’t do to for-
get Walter Lord’s short but classic 1955 
work, A Night to Remember (the basis for 
the 1958 film of the same name), which 
endeavors to provide a “true minute-by-
minute” account of the liner’s abbrevi-
ated maiden journey—though many 
details of its doom weren’t understood 
until oceanographer Dr. Robert Ballard 
finally located the Titanic’s remains in the 
mid-1980s. Which brings up one more 
book that deserves a place on your book-
shelf: Ballard’s well-illustrated work, The 
Discovery of the Titanic (1987).
 So many books. Yet these still repre-
sent only the tip of the iceberg.

9

J. Kingston Pierce is both the editor of The 
Rap Sheet and the senior editor of January 
Magazine.

“Words alone...can’t convey the  
complete story of this once-mighty craft.”
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DIGITAL VERTIGO
How Today’s Online  
Social Revolution  
Is Dividing, Diminishing,  
and Disorienting Us
Keen, Andrew
St. Martin’s  (240 pp.) 
$25.99  |  May 22, 2012
978-0-312-62498-9
978-1-4299-4096-2 e-book  

An Internet entrepreneur and critic 
rails against the inexorable growth of social media.

Keen (The Cult of the Amateur: How Today’s Internet is Killing 
Our Culture, 2007) claims that the onslaught of social media and 
the willingness of users to share every detail of their lives online 
signify that “we are forgetting who we really are.” The author 
takes on serious issues like privacy concerns and how online 
communities create real-world isolation, and he offers thought-
ful analysis of what a shared online experience could mean for 
the future. But despite his passion, the author never creates 
a satisfying argument and struggles to establish connections 
between past events and the online realm today. For example, 
he unconvincingly tags the “narcissistic generation” of 1960s 

“bohemians” as the forerunners of the “free-floating, frag-
mented butterflies of today’s age of Foursquare, SocialEyes and 
Plancast.” Keen’s tendency to ping from subject to subject—
e.g., from the Crystal Palace Exhibition of 1851 to Vermeer’s 
17th-century painting Woman in Blue Reading a Letter to Orwell’s 
1984—confuses considerably more than it elucidates. Lacking 
historical analogies for other points, the author falls back on 
excessively provocative statements, often without any evidence 
to back them up—a social reading app, for example, would 
herald “the end of solitary thought.” Adding to the jumble is 
Keen’s heavy-handed insistence on drawing parallels between 
our online lives and the plot of Alfred Hitchcock’s thriller Ver-
tigo—he even devotes nearly an entire chapter to the movie’s 
plot—possibly in an attempt to justify his book’s title.

Occasionally insightful but tiresome and scattershot.

A DIFFICULT WOMAN
The Challenging Life and 
Times of Lillian Hellman
Kessler-Harris, Alice
Bloomsbury  (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Apr. 24, 2012
978-1-59691-363-9  

A hefty examination of one of the 
20th century’s most socially scrutinized, 
politically controversial and creatively 
frustrated writers.

Lillian Hellman (1905–1984) would likely have attained 
celebrity status through her distinctive renown in any one 
area of her life—for her literary accomplishments as a fear-
less playwright, for a series of love affairs with notable men or 

through her affiliations with highly charged political groups 
and movements. Kessler-Harris (American History/Columbia 
Univ.; Gendering Labor History, 2006, etc.), the president of the 
Organization of American Historians, wisely gets the Dashiell 
Hammett affair out of the way early on and organizes Hellman’s 
life thereafter not chronologically but around emotional, cul-
tural, intellectual and professional themes. The chapters—e.g., 

“The Writer as Moralist,” “An American Jew,” and “A Known 
Communist”—are deftly interconnected, allowing Hellman’s 
story to evolve organically: her experiences as a young woman 
falling into one doomed relationship after another, reluctant 
admissions decades later on a psychoanalyst’s couch, pithy tes-
timony in the HUAC hearings and blunt outbursts at her own 
dinner parties. The portrait that emerges is at once riveting and 
distasteful, with the intelligence of her literary achievements, 
including The Children’s Hour and The Little Foxes, standing in 
stark contrast to her affairs with married men and pointed dec-
larations during the Spanish War. As with so many artists, it is in 
the context of Hellman’s work that her innermost convictions, 
fears, foibles and mettle play out, and Kessler-Harris investi-
gates every play opening, ill-advised sexual dalliance and heated 
debate with equal bite and nuance. Of particular interest is the 
author’s deconstruction of the complex story surrounding Hell-
man’s title character for the 1977 film Julia.

A richly layered portrait of a woman whose literary might 
and sociopolitical daring continue to demand attention.

WE LEARN NOTHING
Essays and Cartoons
Kreider, Tim
Illus. by Kreider, Tim
Free Press  (240 pp.) 
$20.00  |  Jun. 12, 2012
978-1-4391-9870-4  

Seriocomic tales of the author’s recov-
ery from a host of bad habits, including 
drinking, false friends, bad relationships 
and politics.

New York Times contributor Kreider (Twilight of the Assholes, 
2011, etc.) gained a cult following for drawing cartoons that 
were fiercely critical of the George W. Bush administration, 
but these essays reflect an urge to detox from things that used 
to make his blood run hot. For instance, he attends a Tea Party 
rally but takes pains not to get too riled up, and he recalls one 
alcoholic friend who routinely deceived him, but mostly frames 
him as gentle and charming. This kind of emotional poise 
doesn’t come naturally to Kreider, and the best essays chronicle 
his emotional and intellectual struggle to temper anger and 
heartbreak into (at least) stoicism. In the collection’s finest 
essay, “Escape From Pony Island,” he recalls how a friendship 
with a self-declared intellectual heavyweight went sour over 

“peak oil” theory, laying out his friend’s frustrating behavior but 
also identifying how his own intellectual shortcomings helped 
sink the relationship. Kreider sets up most of these essays as 
humor pieces. In “The Referendum,” he boggles at the idea 

“Seriocomic tales of the author’s  
recovery from a host of bad habits, including drinking,  

false friends, bad relationships and politics.”
from  we learn nothing



of raising a child—or rather, having “a small rude incontinent 
person follow me around screaming and making me buy them 
stuff for the rest of my life”—and cartoons depicting him and 
his friends as rubber-faced and careworn support the knowing, 
self-critical tone. However, none of the essays are lighthearted 
shtick, and Kreider closes with three essays that are softer and 
more nuanced, addressing a friend undergoing a male-to-female 
sex change, reading Tristram Shandy with his ailing mother and 
finally meeting his two half sisters in his 40s. Though the author 
occasionally labors to balance compassion and laughs, his sin-
cerity is always evident.

Earnest, well-turned personal essays about screw-ups 
without an ounce of sanctimony—a tough trick. 

END THIS DEPRESSION NOW!
Krugman, Paul
Norton  (256 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Apr. 29, 2012
978-0-393-08877-9  

Krugman (Economics/Princeton Univ.; 
The Return of Depression Economics and the Cri-
sis of 2008, 2008, etc.) delivers an urgent mes-
sage on ending the economic crisis.

Despite apparent financial stabiliza-
tion and indications of improvement, 

writes the Nobel laureate, the conditions of peoples’ lives have 
not changed. “You can’t have prosperity without a functioning 
financial system,” he writes, “but stabilizing the financial system 
doesn’t necessarily yield prosperity.” The country needs strong 
leadership to build support for stimulus policies—e.g., large-
scale job creation, debt relief and the reversal of current aus-
terities—on a more expansive scale, rather than just accepting 
compromises. The author takes issue with three main objections: 
that government spending programs don’t work, that increas-
ing deficits undermine business confidence and that there aren’t 
enough quality projects in which to invest. Given that the private 
sector is not investing enough to provide the needed increase in 
demand, government spending must be a significant part of the 
solution. Krugman also examines how the economic profession 
has lost its way over the last 30 years. For him, the current prob-
lems were effectively addressed during the 1930s by Keynes and 
others; the author doesn’t have much patience with opponents or 
critics, considering them as representing political or ideological, 
not economic, views. He references ongoing research by a new 
generation of economists into how government intervention 
worked to end depressions in the past.

An important contribution to the current study of eco-
nomics and a reason for hope that effective solutions will 
be implemented again. (Author tour to New York, Boston, Wash-
ington, D.C., Philadelphia, Los Angeles, San Francisco)

JENERATION X
One Reluctant Adult’s 
Attempt to Unarrest  
Her Arrested Development, 
or Why It’s Never Too  
Late for Her Dumb Ass  
to Learn Why Froot  
Loops Are Not for Dinner
Lancaster, Jen
NAL/Berkley  (384 pp.) 
$25.95  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-451-23317-2  

An immature woman takes a crack at maturity in this chatty 
memoir.

Lancaster (My Fair Lazy: One Reality Television Addict’s Attempt 
to Discover If Not Being A Dumb Ass Is the New Black, or, a Culture-Up 
Manifesto, 2010, etc.) provides some laugh-out-loud moments: Her 
accounts of giving herself a moustache wax in the middle of the 
night and of putting Vaseline all over her cat showcase the author’s 
cheerful willingness to share potentially embarrassing yet hilarious 
moments from her life. Most of the stories are about rites of adult-
hood, such as refinancing a mortgage and getting a mammogram, 
and Lancaster concludes each with a short “Reluctant Adult Les-
son Learned.” This theme organizes what could have otherwise 
been a scattered series of anecdotes. On the whole, however, her 
experiences are more ordinary than transformative. Lancaster is 
the author of several other similar memoirs (Bitter is the New Black, 
Such a Pretty Fat) and often assumes that readers will be familiar 
with her back story, which could make it difficult for those new to 
her work to follow the narrative thread. At its best, this memoir 
will feel as comfortable as a long conversation with an old friend. 
However, longtime fans may wonder if they have anything in com-
mon with their old friend anymore—particularly during the chap-
ter in which she describes her hunt for the perfect vintage bowling 
trophy—and new readers may occasionally feel like they are eaves-
dropping on an obnoxious person braying into her cell phone. Ulti-
mately, Lancaster is abrasive and proud of it, and her ability to be 
true to herself mostly redeems her less-than-flattering moments.

Like Froot Loops for dinner: fun but unsubstantial.

BATTLEGROUND PACIFIC
A Marine Rifleman’s  
Combat Odyssey in K/3/5
Mace, Sterling & Allen, Nick
St. Martin’s  (352 pp.) 
$25.99  |  May 8, 2012
978-1-250-00505-2
978-1-250-00977-7 e-book  

Pulpy yet engrossing account of the 
vicious combat encountered by U.S. Marines 
in the Pacific theater of World War II.

Though co-authored by Allen, the main voice is that of Mace, 
who is unapologetic about his politically incorrect perspec-
tive (he often refers to his Japanese foes as “Nips” or in equally 
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unpleasant terms). The intensity of his combat experience has 
clearly stayed with him all his life; recalling friends he never 
saw again after certain battles, he notes, “I suppose dying is just 
another way of saying good-bye.” The author is disarmingly hon-
est, as when the young soldier-protagonist visits a prostitute in 
order to lose his virginity before shipping out, and particularly in 
his vivid recollections of an oddly idyllic Depression adolescence 
in Queens, with no clue of the storm that lay ahead: “Where in 
the hell is Pearl Harbor? Nobody had the foggiest that 108,504 U.S. 
servicemen would have to die…to answer that question, to make 
things right.” Mace describes the war in tactile, often gruesome 
terms, suggesting that the Pacific campaign was remarkably filthy 
and grueling, as when he encountered “Japanese corpses [that] 
have congested this open area with open wounds, glossy red tripe 
boiling from naked bellies.” The tough-guy prose recalls James 
Ellroy, but the first-person perspective suggests authenticity with 
regard to the little-understood experience of the frontline rifle-
man in the Pacific theater. Young Marines like Mace contended 
not only with a formidable and little-seen enemy, but also with 
military bureaucracy, inter-service rivalries, supply problems and 
an unbearable physical environment. The author mingles increas-
ingly dark humor with terror at the seeming randomness of vio-
lent death in war, yet the narrative also dramatizes the diverse 
humanity of the ordinary Americans who were sucked into the 
conflict. The book culminates in a poignant scene in which Mace 
visits the mother of a close friend who died in battle.

A mostly valuable testimonial of the Pacific campaign’s 
desperate brutality—will appeal to fans of The Pacific or 
Band of Brothers.

SUPERFUEL
Thorium, the  
Zero-Risk Energy  
Source for the Future
Martin, Richard
Palgrave Macmillan  (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 8, 2012
978-0-230-11647-4  

The story of the slightly radioactive 
element thorium, a much-touted alterna-
tive fuel for nuclear power plants.

Abundant in the Earth’s crust, thorium has been used in 
various industrial processes since its discovery in 1828. Advocates, 
writes Martin, an award-winning journalist and editorial direc-
tor for Pike Research, a clean energy firm, say the silver-gray ele-
ment has another possible use: as an cheap, safe energy source 
with the potential to “solve our power crisis.” Expanding on his 
Wired cover story, the author explains that the element was actu-
ally used as a nuclear fuel in an experimental reactor built and 
run by American scientists at Oak Ridge in the late 1960s. Since 
then, it has become a forgotten technology, losing out to ura-
nium, which powers all reactors operating in the United States. 
In the wake of Japan’s recent Fukushima Daiichi disaster, many 
scientists and entrepreneurs are now seeking U.S. government 
and corporate backing of thorium, which has become the fuel of 

choice for nuclear energy efforts in India, Japan and elsewhere. 
Martin focuses on the work of Kirk Sorensen, a former NASA 
engineer, now head of Flibe Energy, who urges U.S. utilities that 
are preparing to replace some 30 older reactors to build a new 
kind of reactor—a liquid-fluoride thorium reactor, which propo-
nents consider to be more efficient and safer than existing plants. 
He describes how uranium-based nuclear reactors came to 
dominate the nuclear industry and how industry leaders are now 
thwarting the use of thorium power, while conceding its possible 
advantages. They complain of the high costs associated with con-
verting to the alternative energy source. Martin also details Asia’s 
enthusiasm for thorium power and its implications for reducing 
reliance on fossil fuels and slowing climate change.

A lucid overview of a still-developing chapter in the 
story of nuclear power.

HILARITY ENSUES
Max, Tucker
Blue Heeler Books  (448 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Feb. 7, 2012
978-1-4516-6903-9  

Expensively educated child-of-priv-
ilege-turned-professional-asshole Max 
(Assholes Finish First, 2011, etc.) ends his 

“fratire” series with another memoir full 
of binge drinking, upchucking and gen-
eral unhinged misanthropy.

Here the author cuddles up next to blowhard Bill O’Reilly, 
crackpot psychologists, Hollywood gossips and psychotic Army 
snipers. There are also plenty of repetitious barhopping stories 
involving Max and the angry gynophobes he hangs with, all out 
for some good old-fashioned recreational hate sex (or often just 
hate, period) with clueless sorority-type chicks. The Tucker Max 
formula for success? He interacts with people who have the rare 
disability of being even more moronic than he is—and so-called 
hilarity ensues. Beyond the predictable mouthing off about his 

“awesome” life, in this latest book we also get sections featur-
ing Max’s boring “sexting” transcripts, a self-righteous diatribe 
against the mother of Miss Vermont (who sued him for libel), 
some routine white-trash strip-club experiences and a proud 
recollection of the time he beat up a frail European guy. There’s 
also a fond remembrance of his homosocial maritime bromance 
with one of the macho crab fisherman of Deadliest Catch fame: 
Although he vomited from seasickness during much of his Alas-
kan fishing expedition, he seemed to be much more at ease with 
the rough boys on the Time Bandit than with the unfortunate 
females he hits on in yuppie bars. We also learn some further 
startling new information about the author—he likes South-
ern rap and hates the French! Although there’s no telling how 
much honesty there is behind any of Max’s chauvinist bluster, 
undoubtedly the most believable statement in the book comes 
in the penultimate chapter, where he reveals the fact that he has 
no girlfriend or wife. Shocking.

The 18-year-old fraternity pledge’s guide to life.



CLASH OF CROWNS
William the Conqueror, 
Richard Lionheart, and 
Eleanor of Aquitaine— 
a Story of Bloodshed, 
Betrayal, and Revenge
McAuliffe, Mary
Rowman & Littlefield  (248 pp.) 
$26.00  |  $25.99 e-book  |  Apr. 1, 2012
978-1-4422-1471-2
978-1-4422-1473-6 e-book  

A recovery from romantic fable of some of the brightest 
stars of Western medieval history.

Among the many notables, McAuliffe (Dawn of the Belle 
Epoque: The Paris of Monet, Zola, Bernhardt, Eiffel, Debussy, Clem-
enceau, and Their Friends, 2011, etc.) reintroduces us to the likes 
of William the Conqueror, Barbarossa, Rollo the Viking, Rob-
ert Curthose of Normandy, Louis the Fat and a cadre of Hen-
rys. (Readers will have no problem keeping them straight—the 
author appends a table of key people and a helpful chronology). 
After assessing the famously dysfunctional English household 
of Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine, McAuliffe focuses on 
the truly excellent adventures of their son, Richard Lionheart. 
In clear prose, the author examines Richard’s internecine 
struggles, usually with his brother, his feckless Third Crusade 
fighting Saladin and his many clashes with archenemy Philip of 
France. In these eclectic pages, we learn of 12th-century state-
craft, the design of fortress castles and how to lay siege to them, 
the wages of mounted knights and foot soldiers, the rise of the 
notion of romance and the wonderful victuals consumed at 
great state dinners. The author weaves a selective tapestry that 
does not scant personal qualities of her featured players. She 
reveals the Conqueror’s baldness and staunch Eleanor’s attrac-
tions. Also, it appears that Lionheart may have been gay, accord-
ing to the author’s research.

With measured verve, McAuliffe presents an accessible 
text that occasionally approaches Barbara Tuchman’s tal-
ented touch.

CALL OF THE MILD
Learning to Hunt  
My Own Dinner
McCaulou, Lily Raff
Grand Central Publishing  (336 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Jun. 12, 2012
978-1-4555-0074-1  

Eloquent debut memoir about a young 
woman’s transformation from a New York 
City urbanite into a small-town Oregon 
hunter with a conscience.

In her mid 20s, journalist McCaulou suddenly found that 
her job as an independent film production assistant had lost its 
charm. While the work put her in contact with indie stars and 

“fun, artsy people” all over New York City, she couldn’t get away 

from the feeling that what she was doing was “one big, glitzy 
distraction.” On a whim, McCaulou accepted a job at a Bend, 
Ore., newspaper. She thought the experience would offer her 
a much-needed change of scenery and a new arsenal of journal-
istic skills. What she discovered was a lifestyle that, though “a 
distant cousin” to the one she had known, proved far more sat-
isfying than anything she imagined. As she learned to fly-fish, 
McCaulou wrote articles about natural resources and the envi-
ronment. One topic that intrigued her was hunting, which she 
had long associated with cruel and indiscriminate killing. The 
more she researched this sport, the more she came to believe 
that true hunters, as opposed to poachers, were really “envi-
ronmentalist role models.” To better understand their lifestyle, 
McCaulou decided to take up the sport herself.  She gradually 
grew to appreciate hunting for what it taught her about her rela-
tionship to the wilderness. Killing, and eating, a hunted animal 
created an intimate bond between her, another creature and, by 
extension, the land on which that creature lived. Throughout 
the book, the author shares her mostly profound insights.

A powerful story in which the author shapes a narrative 
of personal growth into a symbol of modern humanity’s 
alienation from the natural world.

ROAD TO VALOR
A True Story of World  
War II Italy, the Nazis,  
and the Cyclist Who  
Inspired a Nation
McConnon, Aili and McConnon, Andres
Crown (352 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Jun. 12, 2012
978-0-307-59064-0  

Mostly uplifting account of the Tus-
can champion cyclist whose prime was 

ruptured by the advent of World War II.
The extent of Gino Bartali’s work as a courier of forged 

documents for Jews hiding in Tuscany has only recently gained 
the cyclist, who died in 2000, humanitarian recognition. The 
scrappy laborer’s son was 24 when he won his first Tour de 
France in 1938, his best years subsequently interrupted by mili-
tary service when war broke out and Mussolini’s Italy was allied 
with Nazi Germany, yet he made his incredible comeback and 
won the race again for a war-defeated Italy in 1948. The McCon-
nons—former BusinessWeek writer Aili and filmmaker Andres—
have sifted through the archives and interviewed Bartali’s 
widow, family and former teammates. With his simple peasant 
beginnings in the Tuscan village of Ponte a Ema, Bartali and his 
younger brother, Giulio, found in cycling races around their 
native mountains an opportunity for distinction and money. 
After winning the Giro d’Italia in 1936, Bartali almost quit racing 
following Giulio’s fatal accident, but meeting the young woman 
who would become his wife, Adriana Bani, encouraged him to 
strive on, and he won another Giro in 1937. He was manipulated 
by Mussolini’s national sports directors to concentrate solely on 
the Tour de France; however, because of his alliance with the 
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“Readers familiar with cancer or with terminal  
illness in general will find a source of comfort and meaning  

in Pausch’s story, while others will take away a lesson  
in how people can endure in the face of anxiety and grief.”

from  dream new dreams

Catholic Church, even his 1938 win received muted response by 
the government. He did not speak about his war efforts, help-
ing the church shuttle counterfeit documents for the flood of 
Jewish refugees into Florence in 1943; they were hidden in his 
bike while he was ostensibly training up and down the hills. The 
authors interweave the plight of one saved family, the Golden-
bergs, within the Bartali narrative.

A workmanlike biography that fills in some of the gaps 
of this strange, troubling time. (8-page color insert; b/w photos 
throughout; maps)

THE NEW GEOGRAPHY  
OF JOBS
Moretti, Enrico
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt  (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 5, 2012
978-0-547-75011-8  

A fresh, provocative analysis of the 
debate on education and employment.

Up-and-coming economist Moretti 
(Economics/Univ. of California, Berkeley) 
takes issue with the “[w]idespread mis-

conception…that the problem of inequality in the United States 
is all about the gap between the top one percent and the remain-
ing 99 percent.” The most important aspect of inequality today, 
he writes, is the widening gap between the 45 million workers 
with college degrees and the 80 million without—a difference he 
claims affects every area of peoples’ lives. The college-educated 
part of the population underpins the growth of America’s econ-
omy of innovation in life sciences, information technology, media 
and other areas of globally leading research work. Moretti studies 
the relationship among geographic concentration, innovation and 
workplace education levels to identify the direct and indirect ben-
efits. He shows that this clustering favors the promotion of self-
feeding processes of growth, directly affecting wage levels, both in 
the innovative industries as well as the sectors that service them. 
Indirect benefits also accrue from knowledge and other spillovers, 
which accompany clustering in innovation hubs. Moretti presents 
research-based evidence supporting his view that the public and 
private economic benefits of education and research are such that 
increased federal subsidies would more than pay for themselves. 
The author fears the development of geographic segregation and 
Balkanization along education lines if these issues of long-term 
economic benefits are left inadequately addressed.

A welcome contribution from a newcomer who pro-
vides both a different view and balance in addressing one 
of the country’s more profound problems. (15-20 maps)

DREAM NEW DREAMS 
Reimagining My  
Life After Loss
Pausch, Jai
Crown Archetype  (288 pp.) 
$24.00  |  $35.00 CD  |  May 15, 2012
978-0-307-88850-1
978-0-307-99019-8 CD 

A touching memoir of grief.
The author is the widow of Randy 

Pausch, who wrote the bestseller The Last 
Lecture and died of pancreatic cancer in 2008. Far from being a 
mere add-on to her late husband’s book, this work stands on its 
own as an eloquent testimony of a caregiver. Pausch begins by 
recounting the beginnings of her relationship with her husband, 
a promising professor at Carnegie Mellon, while she was finish-
ing a doctorate at the University of North Carolina. They mar-
ried, started a family and were living a normal life when Randy 
was diagnosed with cancer. Despite surgery and chemotherapy, 
the cancer recurred, and his case was deemed terminal. The Last 
Lecture made Randy’s final months unusual, but the publica-
tion of the book and the activity regarding it are largely in the 
background of the overall story. With her husband’s death, the 
author was left to parent three young children and to find new 
direction in her life while in her early 40s. Pausch does an admi-
rable job of narrating the story of her husband’s illness, death 
and its aftermath, keeping the reader continually engaged and 
drawn into her world. Most notably, Pausch manages to share 
her pain and heartache at an intensely personal level without 
ever sounding self-absorbed or asking for the reader’s pity. She 
makes it clear that her years of marriage and family life over-
shadow even the pain of losing her husband, and as the book 
closes, she focuses on the importance of rebuilding her life and, 
as she puts it, dreaming new dreams.

Readers familiar with cancer or with terminal illness in 
general will find a source of comfort and meaning in Pausch’s 
story, while others will take away a lesson in how people can 
endure in the face of anxiety and grief. (8-page b/w insert)

THE LAND GRABBERS
The New Fight Over  
Who Owns the Earth
Pearce, Fred
Beacon  (336 pp.) 
$27.95  |  May 29, 2012
978-0-8070-0324-4
978-0-8070-0325-1 e-book  

New Scientist environmental and devel-
opment consultant Pearce (The Coming 
Population Crash, 2010, etc.) documents 

widespread global “land grabs” by moneyed interests and the dire 
consequences for poor people around the world.

In this wide-ranging but efficient book, the author looks at 
how purchases by foreign investors of massive tracts of land in 



countries in Africa, South America, the former Soviet bloc and 
elsewhere have often caused local ruin. Impoverished residents 
of these countries, he writes, often lose their land, homes and 
livelihoods as they are evicted to make way for new projects. 
Most often those projects are massive industrial farms, with the 
majority of profits enriching foreign companies and their inves-
tors. Pearce is acclaimed for his keen environmental reporting 
in books about water shortages (When the Rivers Run Dry, 2006) 
and climate change (With Speed and Violence, 2007), and here he 
discusses environmental impact, particularly regarding projects 
in which water sources are diverted or forests are razed. More 
often the author focuses on financial and societal consequences, 
particularly for those at the bottom of the economic totem pole. 
These big-ticket investment deals often influence and distort 
governments and the law. In one section, he details how inter-
national investment agreements can create an environment in 
which “[e]ven if the locals are starving or parched with thirst, in 
law the rights of the foreign investor come first.” He also writes 
of how even well-meaning conservation groups’ efforts to cre-
ate protected wildlife zones in some countries can have the 
side effect of uprooting local residents. Pearce paints a bleak 
picture, with many seemingly insurmountable problems, but he 
provides an important look at a problem rarely discussed in the 
mainstream media.

A well-researched, informative and accessible look at 
important economic and agricultural issues.

ROOSEVELT’S CENTURIONS
FDR and the  
Commanders He  
Led to Victory in  
World War II
Persico, Joseph E.
Random House  (672 pp.) 
$35.00  |  May 29, 2012
978-1-4000-6443-4
978-0-679-64543-6 e-book  

Whatever his flaws, Franklin Roos-
evelt had an eye for talent, according to this sweeping, top-down 
account of 1939–45 from the point of view of FDR, his cabinet and 
his leading generals and admirals.

Opening with Gen. George C. Marshall’s dramatic July 1941 
confrontation with Congress over extending the draft (which 
passed), veteran popular historian Persico (Franklin and Lucy: 
President Roosevelt, Mrs. Rutherfurd, and the Other Remarkable 
Women in His Life, 2008, etc.) follows with a short biography of 
Marshall before backtracking to 1939 to begin his story. Pausing 
occasionally to introduce another great man (always a man), the 
author describes how, under FDR’s benign but never inattentive 
authority, they directed the war from the frustrations of neutral-
ity, the outrage and scramble to arm after Pearl Harbor and the 
massive if often clumsily fought campaigns. It ended with a com-
plete but ultimately unsatisfying victory. Long wars demand long 
books, but these are 550 pages of lively prose by a good writer 
who knows his subject. It may be the best introduction, but 

history buffs will find familiar material and no unsettling opin-
ions. Persico peoples his conventional history with admirable 
leaders possessing well-known and forgivable flaws (MacArthur: 
brilliant but egotistical; FDR: brilliant but devious; Admiral 
King: brilliant but bad-tempered). He recounts accepted blun-
ders (the Italian campaign was a bad idea; FDR should have 
paid more attention to the Holocaust) but remains neutral on 
persistent controversies—should we have dropped the atom 
bomb? Did the strategic bombing of Germany shorten the 
war?—merely recording opinions on both sides.

A fine, straightforward politics-and-great-men history. 
(16-page b/w photo insert; 4 maps)

THIS FRAGILE LIFE
A Mother’s Story  
of a Bipolar Son
Pierce-Baker, Charlotte
Lawrence Hill Books/ 
Chicago Review  (256 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-1-61374-108-5  

An African-American mother’s frank 
account of coping with an adult son with 
bipolar disorder.

Pierce-Baker (Women’s and Gender Studies/Vanderbilt 
Univ.; Surviving the Silence: Black Women’s Stories of Rape, 1998), 
who acknowledges that she was naïve about her son Mark’s 
teenage behavioral issues, received a brutal education in bipolar 
disorder when he was in his 20s. At age 23 he went completely 
and frighteningly out of control on a family trip. She and her 
husband were disturbed by his rage and later by his evasions and 
constant requests for money, but they had no idea he was suf-
fering from mental illness or that he had been self-medicating 
with drugs and alcohol. When he became paranoid, insisting 
that extraterrestrials were watching him, they arranged for a 
psychiatric evaluation. He received a diagnosis of bipolar disor-
der, and from then on his life took a steep downward turn. He 
dropped out of graduate school, his young marriage fell apart 
and his psychotic rages landed him in jail more than once. To 
tell her son’s story, Pierce-Baker draws on her own journal of 
that time, on what she learned from her research and, most 
surprisingly, on her son’s writings, including his poetry. It is a 
disheartening tale of trying to maintain contact with Mark, of 
bailing him out of jail and of searching desperately for treat-
ment centers that would accept him. A stay at a center offering 
a 12-step program for alcoholics was a bad match, but he tried 
another center, worked seriously at rehabilitation and met the 
woman he would marry. A happy ending is not on offer, how-
ever, for Pierce-Baker is realistic about her son’s needs and his 
chances of a fulfilling life.

A dark narrative brightened by a devoted mother’s com-
mitment and resilience in the face of an only child’s strange 
and terrible illness.
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“An inspiring and useful memoir from  
a significant figure in 21st-century American politics.”

from  it worked for me

A UNIFIED THEORY  
OF HAPPINESS
An East-Meets-West 
Approach to Fully  
Loving Your Life
Polard, Andrea F.
Sounds True  (400 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-1-60407-788-9
978-1-60407-818-3 e-book  

The pursuit of joy gets a radical makeover.
Polard, a German-born clinical psychologist and practitio-

ner of “Zen Psychology” (a fusion of Zen Buddhism and West-
ern behavioral study), imparts 20 years of research into theories 
of true contentedness by way of the “Two Wings of Happiness.” 
She believes these “wings” can be accessed once the Basic (relat-
ing to those surrounding us) and Supreme (the “Being” within) 
modalities of consciousness strike a synergistic balance. Polard 
provides sporadic schematics to aid novices eager to discover 
her new understanding and valuing of life and its potential for 
glee. The author offers an effective contrast between Eastern 
and Western spiritual traditions and notes how they can work 
together in relation to the cyclical nature of good deeds and 
karmic resolve. With careful instruction and compassionate 
guidance, she examines meditation, embracing insecurities, 
lightheartedness and the importance of defining and isolating 
strengths and deficiencies. Polard also provides recommenda-
tions on how to improve competence, ambition, receptivity 
and other traits with applicable exercises and supportive media 
material. Despite a prolix narrative on a well-worn subject, the 
author reinvigorates it with conceptual ponderings rooted in 
spiritual theory and substantiated with references drawn from 
economists, philosophers, professional journals, poems, prayers 
and even the sage musings of advice columnist Ann Landers. 
Happiness is accessible to anyone, writes Polard, as long as you 
keep an open mind and a willingness to be joyful.

Contemplative, upbeat enlightenment for spiritually 
inclined positive thinkers.

IT WORKED FOR ME
In Life and Leadership
Powell, Colin with Koltz, Tony
Harper/HarperCollins  (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 22, 2012
978-0-06-213512-4  

With the collaboration of Koltz (co-
author: Leading the Charge: Leadership Les-
sons from the Battlefield to the Boardroom, 
2009, etc.), Powell picks up the thread of 
his life story.

The author rose in the military to become “the first black 
Army officer to have a four-star troop command.” He was chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff during the first Iraq war and served 
as secretary of state from 2001 to 2005. The release of his first 

book, My American Journey (2003), fueled a groundswell campaign 
to nominate him for president in the upcoming election. How-
ever, he recognized that he was not cut out for the job despite his 
proven leadership strengths. He describes how, as he advanced in 
rank, his military training also prepared him for his role in govern-
ment. He learned the importance of always focusing on the mis-
sion, being resolute in the face of danger and setbacks, not being 
governed by ego and maintaining a can-do spirit (with the proviso, 

“I try to be optimistic, but I try not to be stupid”). A good leader, he 
writes, accepts responsibility for the failure of those in his com-
mand, but makes sure to reward them for their successful mis-
sions. Unlike the corporate world, the Army recruits from within 
its ranks, which makes recognizing potential and providing con-
tinuing education a primary concern. Powell reviews his profound 
disagreements with Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and Vice 
President Dick Cheney on the handling of the war in Iraq, while 
taking full responsibility for mistakes made on his watch—e.g., his 

“infamous speech at the U.N. in 2003” claiming that Saddam Hus-
sein had weapons of mass destructions.

An inspiring and useful memoir from a significant fig-
ure in 21st-century American politics.

IGNITING THE FLAME
America’s First  
Olympic Team
Reisler, Jim
Lyons Press  (304 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Jun. 5, 2012
978-0-7627-7848-5  

A writer of numerous baseball books 
(A Great Day in Cooperstown: The Improbable 
Birth of Baseball’s Hall of Fame, 2006, etc.) 
shifts to another summer event, telling the 

little-known story of the 1896 Olympics, the first in 1,500 years.
Imagine: An American Olympian shows up for the discus 

event, having never really tried it before; some accommodating 
Greek athletes demonstrate, and he wins. Such was the state of 
turn-of-the-century international athletic competitions. And 
so it was that a small American team (14 members) traveled to 
Athens, having no idea what sort of competition they would 
face. Not much: They came home with 11 firsts to a country now 
ecstatic about the Games (yawns had accompanied their depar-
ture). Reisler weaves a handful of narrative threads: the story of 
the resurrection of the Olympic Games, and of the men who 
accomplished it; the primitive means of travel and lodging; the 
stories of the individual American athletes and accounts of the 
events; and some whatever-happened-to-those-guys follow-up. 
An American won the first medal (James Connolly in the triple 
jump), a couple of wealthy pistoleers, almost on a lark, headed 
for Greece and took firsts, and another American attempted 
the marathon, which was won by the Greeks, to tumultuous 
patriotic thunder. The American pole-vaulters passed on all the 
lower levels; when they were ready, all the other competitors 
were eliminated. Reisler writes well about the oddities—the 
photograph of the sprinters lined up in a potpourri of poses is 



a howl—but he sets us up for an exciting 100-meter race, cuts 
away, then disappoints later with his perfunctory account.

Though the author sometimes writes like the team’s PR 
agent, he skillfully records the cries and struggles attend-
ing a nearly miraculous rebirth.

THE ESKIMO AND  
THE OIL MAN
The Battle at the  
Top of the World for 
America’s Future
Reiss, Bob
Business Plus/Grand Central  (304 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 15, 2012
978-0-89296-076-7  

An on-the-ice view of the struggle 
over offshore oil exploration in Alaska.

With U.S. demand for oil skyrocketing, major petroleum 
companies believe the last huge undiscovered oil fields will be 
found north of the Arctic Circle beneath the sea. Out front in 
the search is Shell Oil Company, which plans to sink an explor-
atory well in the seabed off Alaska’s North Slope this summer. 
In this brisk, revealing account, veteran author and journalist 
Reiss (Black Monday, 2007, etc.), a former correspondent for 
Outside magazine, tells the story of two men whose dealings are 
critical to the region’s future. Pete Slaiby is the Shell employee 
charged with clearing the way for exploratory drilling. Edward 
Itta, an Inupiat Eskimo whaler and the Barrow-based mayor of 
the North Slope of Alaska, must protect his people’s natural 
resources (“The ocean is our garden,” he says) while ensuring 
that acceptable oil drilling generates much-needed tax revenue. 
Based on interviews with these men and others, the author 
describes the misunderstandings, suspicions and interactions 
between Slaiby and Itta in 2010 as they discussed plans that 
would transform a pristine region whose waters have sustained 
tribal cultures and subsistence hunting for many generations. 
Itta, concerned at first about the possibility of oil spills and 
that seismic work might scare off whales, helped build safe-
guards into Shell’s drilling plans for 2011, which were eventually 
thwarted by U.S. agencies. While Russia and other nations have 
clear-cut policies on Arctic oil, the U.S. has long remained inde-
cisive. With Itta working to convince environmental and other 
groups to hold off on further lawsuits to block Shell’s explora-
tion of its offshore leases, both he and Slaiby gradually became 

“uneasy allies” who recognized that their common enemy was a 
byzantine federal government mired in regulations and policies.

A rewarding glimpse behind the Alaska oil headlines.

THE OCEAN OF LIFE
The Fate of Man  
and the Sea
Roberts, Callum
Viking  (432 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 24, 2012
978-0-670-02354-7  

Roberts (Marine Conservation/Univ. 
of York; The Unnatural History of the 
Sea, 2009) warns that “the oceans have 
changed more in [the] last thirty years 

than in all of human history before.”
In this follow-up to his award-winning account of man’s 1,000-

year exploitation of maritime resources, the author not only docu-
ments the loss of large sea animals, such as whales, sharks and 
turtles and the destruction of coral reefs and the broader ocean 
environment, but he anticipates further devastation from the 
onset of deep-sea mining in the near future. While environmen-
talists are keenly aware of the danger man poses to animal species, 
Roberts suggests that the oceans have always played a significant 
role in human survival. He writes that the view of our ancestors as 
a “plucky species” of big-game hunters has a “certain mythological 
ring to it.” However, our early survival may have depended mainly 
on water creatures for sustenance: “Could our shift to bipedalism 
have been an aquatic adaptation developed by wading to gather 
shellfish?” While the author notes that the 1880s shift to steam 
power and then later to diesel “heralded the beginning of the mod-
ern era in commercial fishing,” these were still just improvements 
on more traditional fishing methods. Not so the introduction of 
echo sounders and other electronic devices augmented by comput-
ers and satellites, which now allow fishermen to detect the pres-
ence of fish with an extremely high degree of precision. Roberts 
maintains his optimism while looking at the problems that have 
been compounded by global warming, pollution, the destruction of 
marshlands, etc., and he notes that remedial action is still possible. 
It is not too late, he writes, for “strategies that rebuild nature’s vital-
ity and fecundity”—e.g., protecting one-third of the ocean from 
direct exploitation and restricting fishing of tuna, salmon and cod.

A timely wake-up call.

WHAT MONEY   
CAN’T BUY
The Moral Limits  
of Markets
Sandel, Michael J.
Farrar, Straus and Giroux  (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 24, 2012
978-0-374-20303-0  

Sandel (Government/Harvard Univ.; 
Justice: What’s the Right Thing to Do?, 2010, 
etc.) sounds the alarm that the belief in a 

market economy diminishes moral thought.
Taken to its extreme, a market economy dictates that any 

inanimate object, any animal, any human being can be bought 
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and sold. That thinking justified human slavery in the United 
States until the end of the Civil War, but Sandel’s examples are 
far subtler than slavery. Should any society find it desirable to 
place a price on polluting the environment? On first-rate health 
care? On admission to the best colleges? When so much is avail-
able for sale, writes the author, there are two inevitable negative 
consequences: inequality and corruption. Sandel devotes the 
first chapter to “Jumping the Queue.” He explains the conun-
drums that arise when first-class airline passengers are allowed 
to skip the long lines at security, when single-passenger cars pur-
chase the right to use express lanes designed for fuel-efficient 
multiple-passenger vehicles, when theatergoers pay somebody 
to stand in line overnight to score tickets for the best seats 
and when long waits for medical treatment at hospitals are cir-
cumvented by buying the services of concierge doctors, who 
guarantee quick access. Although not primarily a quantitative 
researcher, Sandel tests the boundaries of a market economy in 
his Harvard seminar on Ethics, Economics and the Law. The 
reactions of his students provide him with new examples of 
moral (or immoral or amoral) reasoning about everyday deci-
sion making in an economy where cash payments rule. San-
del notes that the reality of a market economy embeds a vital 
question: How do members of the citizenry choose the values 
by which they will conduct their daily living? Are there certain 
commodities that markets should not honor?

An exquisitely reasoned, skillfully written treatise on 
big issues of everyday life.

ERNIE K-DOE 
The R&B Emperor  
of New Orleans
Sandmel, Ben
The Historic New Orleans Collection  
(304 pp.) 
$39.95  |  Apr. 11, 2012
978-0-917860-60-7  

A vital, loving chronicle of the col-
orful life and frequently hard times of the New Orleans R&B 
singer and self-styled “Emperor of the Universe.”

To many, Ernie K-Doe (1936–2001) is a one-hit wonder: 
His evergreen oldie “Mother-in-Law” topped the pop and 
R&B charts in 1961. But to New Orleans journalist Sandmel 
(Zydeco!, 1999), the vocalist was much more, and this smart, 
funny and richly designed and illustrated book makes a rous-
ing case for the musician as a quintessential Crescent City 
figure. Born Ernest Kador Jr. in the city’s Charity Hospital, 
K-Doe authored his hit single and other lively R&B tracks 
for local Minit Records, but a follow-up smash proved elusive. 
While he maintained a hometown profile as a hardworking 
performer in the James Brown/Joe Tex mold, K-Doe was best 
known for years as a DJ on New Orleans’ WWOZ. There, his 
lunatic manner, unique lexicon and stream-of-consciousness 
raps cemented his status as a NoLa institution. Megalomania, 
alcoholism and a propensity for professional bridge burn-
ing left him virtually homeless by the late ’80s. However, he 

enjoyed a second act in the ‘90s after he opened his famed 
Mother-in-Law Lounge with wife Antoinette, who restored 
him personally and professionally. The club, which often 
doubled as the K-Does’ living room, attracted a crowd of tour-
ists, oddball locals, young musicians and journalists (includ-
ing the New York Times’ Neil Strauss, who had a notorious 
set-to with the eccentric proprietors while on assignment in 
2000). K-Doe’s saga didn’t end with his death: He maintained 
a bizarre afterlife at the Mother-in-Law and around town in 
the form of a life-sized sculpture created by local artist Jason 
Poirier. Though severely damaged by Hurricane Katrina, the 
lounge was restored and run by Antoinette until her death in 
2009. Despite a multitude of personal faults, K-Doe emerges 
here as hilarious, complex and indomitable—a larger-than-life 
character altogether worthy of inclusion in the pantheon of 
his city’s oversized musical titans.

A vital, essential addition to the shelf of great books 
about New Orleans. (137 images)

THE REAL CRASH
America’s Coming 
Bankruptcy—How  
to Save Yourself  
and Your Country
Schiff, Peter
St. Martin’s  (320 pp.) 
$25.99  |  May 8, 2012
978-1-250-00447-5
978-1-250-00835-0 e-book  

Schiff (Crash Proof 2.0, 2007, etc.) 
offers a controversial set of remedies for the economic crash he 
believes is still on the horizon.

The author, who ran in Connecticut’s Republican Primary 
for U.S. Senate and advised Ron Paul’s presidential campaign 
in 2008, makes no bones about his political agenda. For him, 
the coming bankruptcy of the United States is the main driver 
of ongoing economic crisis and the top issue on the political 
agenda. “The U.S.A. is insolvent,” he writes, “and should enter 
the sovereign equivalent of Chapter 11 bankruptcy.” Schiff con-
cedes that the measures he proposes will be painful. Among 
them, he advocates abolishing the payroll tax that pays for 
Medicare and Social Security, repealing the minimum wage, 
killing unemployment insurance “to allow wages to fall,” elimi-
nating the FDIC and getting rid of other regulatory bodies or 
making them “optional.” The author insists that “lower wages” 
would mean a better quality of life, and he proposes long-term 
changes as these shock-therapy quick fixes take hold, direct-
ing his fire against primary education and the college system, 
which for the most part “wastes everyone’s time and money.” 
Schiff consistently claims that to secure protection against the 
disasters looming ahead from debt growth and dollar devalua-
tion, the need is for “shorting the U.S. government”—he recom-
mends investing in gold-mining stocks and foreign currencies 
like the Chinese RMB. The author also opposes the war on 
drugs and favors legalizing prostitution and gambling.

“A vital, essential addition  
to the shelf of great books about New Orleans.”

from  ernie k-doe



Caveat lector. The inclusion of contact information 
for Schiff’s various investment companies highlights the 
element of self-promotion for both his businesses and the 
political approach he advocates.

SPIES AND COMMISSARS
The Early Years of the 
Russian Revolution
Service, Robert
PublicAffairs  (480 pp.) 
$32.99  |  May 8, 2012
978-1-61039-140-5  

British historian Service (Russian His-
tory/Univ. of Oxford; Trotsky, 2009, etc.) 
examines the fraught birth of the Soviet 
Union in this careful, dense scholarly study.

The conventional view of the Bolshevik Revolution and its 
aftermath posits a Marxist-Leninist regime cut off from the rest 
of the world, a state behind an iron curtain decades before the 
fact. As Service capably shows, this view is incorrect. The out-
side world was well aware of events inside the new Soviet Union, 
while the Union had a network of agents, representatives and 
sympathizers able to convey its wants and demands abroad. 
During the first years of the Soviet experiment, civil war raged 
in the country. The White and Red armies were well apprised 
of one another’s actions, and it seems largely thanks to the 
ineptitude and personal strangeness of many of the anti-Soviet 
commanders that the Revolution was not overwhelmed, partic-
ularly since foreign expeditionary forces—including American, 
British and French detachments—were fighting on behalf of 
the Whites inside Russia. One of the most interesting snippets 
of Service’s book is a passing reference to what happened to 
the White leaders after the civil war ended: Pëtr Wrangler died 
suddenly and mysteriously in Serbia, Anton Denikin wound up 
in the United States and Nikolai Yudenich retired quietly to 
the French Riviera “and shunned émigré affairs through to his 
peaceful end in 1933.” Meanwhile, on the opposing side, Trotsky 
suffered a terrible end, Lenin was embalmed and entombed 
and Stalin took the nation through several grim decades. Ser-
vice paints detailed portraits of the revolutionary principals 
and their sometimes-surprising allies and enemies—e.g., one 
British spy who worked inside the Soviet Union was the noted 
writer W. Somerset Maugham.

Why did the Soviets kill the tsar? Why was Finland 
granted its independence? How did Keynesian economics 
save Lenin’s skin? For those with an interest in such ques-
tions, Service’s book will hold plenty of appeal.

COMING OF AGE ON ZOLOFT
How Antidepressants 
Cheered Us Up, Let  
Us Down, and  
Changed Who We Are
Sharpe, Katherine
Perennial/HarperCollins  (336 pp.) 
$14.99 paperback  |  Jun. 5, 2012
978-0-06-205973-4  

A knowing account of what it is like 
to grow up on psychiatric medications.

After a 20-minute session with a counselor during college, 
former scienceblogs.com editor Sharpe was prescribed Zoloft, 
and for most of the next 10 years she continued on antidepres-
sants. That experience was not unusual in her generation, nor is 
it among young people today. The author questions the effect 
of such medication on adolescents who have not yet fully devel-
oped a sense of self. Antidepressants, she writes, got her mov-
ing, but they failed to give her the sense of direction that talk 
therapy later provided; she deplores the decline in access to talk 
therapy, a powerful complement to drug therapy. Sharpe inter-
viewed or corresponded with dozens of other people about their 
experiences growing up on antidepressants, and their stories 
reveal a range of reactions. For some, the judgment that they 
had a chemical imbalance in the brain came as a relief, freeing 
them from a feeling of blame; for others, it made them feel like 
freaks. Besides her personal story and those of her interviewees, 
Sharpe provides a history of antidepressants, a revealing look at 
the politics behind the evolution of the Diagnostic and Statisti-
cal Manual of Mental Disorders and an account of the rise of 
the biomedical model of mental illness, which holds that disor-
ders like depression have biological causes and can be managed 
with pharmaceuticals. She also analyzes the effects of direct-
to-consumer advertising by drug companies on the demand for 
antidepressants and the role of health insurance in determining 
patients’ access to therapy modalities.

Balanced and informative—an education for any parent 
considering psychiatric medication for a troubled adolescent.

LOVE, LIFE, AND ELEPHANTS
An African Love Story
Sheldrick, Daphne
Farrar, Straus and Giroux  (352 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 15, 2012
978-0-374-10457-3  

A heartfelt memoir about the author’s 
decades-long efforts to save baby elephants.

At 17, the author traveled to Kenya’s 
Tsavo National Park, one of the world’s 
largest game reserves, and briefly met 

David Sheldrick, the park’s first warden. The two met again on 
her following visit a few years later, when she was newly married 
with an infant daughter. Sheldrick felt an instant attraction to 
David, 15 years her senior, and a major arc of the book follows 
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their love story and marriage. As co-wardens of the park from 
1955 to 1976, they devoted an enormous amount of energy cam-
paigning against the ivory industry and to raising and reinte-
grating orphaned animals back into the wild. An internationally 
recognized and awarded expert in animal husbandry, Sheldrick 
is the first person to have perfected the milk formula for baby 
elephants and rhinos and the first person to have hand-reared 
newborn elephants. In 1976, David was given a supervisory role 
over all of Kenya’s parks, and the couple relocated to National 
Nairobi Park—sadly, David died of a heart attack a year later. 
Unexpectedly widowed, Sheldrick founded the David Sheldrick 
Wildlife Trust to continue her husband’s legacy of fighting to 
protect elephants, rhinos and other animals from poachers. 
While mourning her husband, the author found solace in her 
conservation efforts. “The wild animals were my solace, my 
companions and my sanity, and because of them I was never 
entirely alone,” she writes. Her stories about specific elephants 
are deeply touching.

Fascinating, especially to readers interested in wildlife 
conservation and the rehabilitation of elephants. (24 pages 
of b/w illustrations; 3 maps)

A GOOD MAN
Rediscovering My Father, 
Sargent Shriver
Shriver, Mark K.
Henry Holt  (240 pp.) 
$24.00  |  Jun. 5, 2012
978-0-8050-9530-2  

The son of recently deceased Sar-
gent Shriver and Eunice Kennedy 
Shriver reflects on his father’s towering 
achievements.

Being the son of JFK’s right arm who first organized and 
led the Peace Corps, orchestrated LBJ’s War on Poverty and 
ran for president in 1976, Shriver struggled mightily his whole 
life under the shadow of a benevolent, famous father, por-
trayed here as nearly saintly in his Catholic faith and sense of 
humanitarian mission. A native of Westminster, Md., the elder 
Shriver served in World War II, attended Yale and started his 
law career in Chicago. He became a junior editor at Newsweek, 
where a felicitous contact with Joe Kennedy got him hired to 
run Kennedy’s Merchandise Mart in Chicago; he eventually 
married Kennedy’s daughter, Eunice. Jack Kennedy and Sargent 
Shriver had known each other back at the Canterbury School, 
and Shriver was soon enlisted to aid Kennedy’s campaigns and 
garner the talent for Kennedy’s “best and brightest” Cabinet. A 
peacemaker, statesman, friend of the Church and head of the 
Special Olympics (founded by Eunice Kennedy), “Sarge” was a 
hard act to follow. His slipping into Alzheimer’s during his last 
years strained the relationship between father and son, who was 
serving in the Maryland legislature and ultimately lost his 2002 
race for Congress, yet also transformed and deepened the son’s 
appreciation of his father’s accomplishments and his own short-
comings. Keeping up with the Kennedys is a major theme in the 

book, since the Shriver clan spent the holidays at Hyannis Port 
with the slew of Kennedy relatives and cousins.

A fairly straightforward, rueful memoir in which the 
author achieves frank self-acceptance. (26 color photos)

CANDIDATE WITHOUT  
A PRAYER
An Autobiography  
of a Jewish Atheist  
in the Bible Belt
Silverman, Herb
Pitchstone Publishing  (256 pp.) 
$22.95  |  Jun. 15, 2012
978-0-9844932-8-9  

A mild, witty memoir by an activist 
atheist and founder of the Secular Coalition for America.

Retired professor of mathematics at the College of Charles-
ton in South Carolina, a native Philadelphian and a nonpractic-
ing Jew, Silverman delights in contradictions and provocation, 
such as debating the existence of God with fundamentalists 
in the Deep South. The author has advocated for years to help 
empower the non-theistic constituency, most of whom believe 
morality should be dictated by tried-and-true “human judg-
ments” rather than biblical judgments—which, while fashion-
ing the Golden Rule, he notes, have also been used to condone 
slavery, anti-Semitism, misogyny and horrendous violence. The 
only child of “cultural Jews,” Silverman chronicles the not-so-
small hypocrisies that he witnessed in adults around him, such 
as their conviction that the execution of the Rosenbergs in 1953 
was “good for Jews” and that the games their beloved Philadel-
phia Phillies played against the Brooklyn Dodgers weren’t wor-
thy of their attendance because “of undesirable people (blacks) 
who came to watch [Jackie] Robinson play.” Once he mastered 
biblical readings as part of his bar mitzvah training, Silverman 
debated two thoughts with his young self: “either the God of 
the Bible didn’t exist, or he could be as bad as and more power-
ful than Adolph Hitler.” God and sex were forbidden topics in 
his childhood home, and his early years learning about girls and 
how to care for himself make for charming reading. Enmeshed 
in his teaching career, he became radicalized during the incen-
diary ’60s and ’70s and later ran for numerous offices, such as 
governor of South Carolina in 1990 (he lost). The book skips 
around erratically, somewhat thematically, and dwells at length 
on his atheist beliefs.

A Woody Allen–esque tale of an uneasy conscience in 
Christian America. 

“A Woody Allen–esque tale  
of an uneasy conscience in Christian America.”

from  candidate without a prayer



THE SPECIAL NEEDS  
PARENT HANDBOOK
Critical Strategies and 
Practical Advice to Help  
You Survive and Thrive
Singer, Jonathan
CreateSpace  (104 pp.) 
$14.99 paperback  |  Mar. 9, 2012
978-1470047214  

A brief, compassionate guide to rais-
ing a disabled child.

Singer’s daughter Rebecca, now 14, was born with Phelan-
McDermid Syndrome, a genetic disorder causing autistic incli-
nations and requiring constant care. While he candidly admits 
that the situation for him and his wife has proven “exhausting, 
overwhelming and impossible at times,” the author presents 
coping mechanisms and proven methods of management that 
can alleviate stress and promote familial wellness. The impetus 
for the project came from years of randomly answering special-
needs care questions on an online discussion group and on 
his website, which he saved into book form to “share our life 
lessons.” In 2008, a minor dispute with a local school district 
compelled the author to release the book and create the unique 

“Advocacy for All” program, an empowering initiative that helps 
families find a voice on behalf of their children. Singer writes 
in an affable, conversational tone, making prickly situations—
e.g., insurance claims, negative public perception of disabilities 
and restroom-assistance issues—much easier to digest. The 
author also includes practical tips for organizing a child’s vital 
paperwork, sensitivity exercises and sample flyers and letters 
appealing for community support. Singer is proactive and inclu-
sive and discusses issues concerning necessary quality time and 
procuring suitable babysitters and medical care, while extolling 
the importance of familial harmony and open communication, 
physical, psychological and emotional self-care and estate plan-
ning and medical care for the child. The author also urges par-
ents of the disabled to resist the urge to make comparisons with 

“typically developing kids.” All proceeds will benefit Advocacy 
for All (Drive4Rebecca.org).

A deceptively thin, constructive caregiving resource.

TO THE LAST BREATH
A Story of Going  
to Extremes
Slakey, Francis
Simon & Schuster  (320 pp.) 
$25.00  |  May 8, 2012
978-1-4391-9895-7  

The expressive story of a conflicted 
professor who broke free to embrace and 
nurture his audacious, extremist nature.

At age 14, Slakey (Physics and Public 
Policy/Georgetown Univ.) recalls becoming inspired by moun-
taineer Warren Harding, but that was years after his mother 

died of cancer. That tragic event, coupled with the accidental 
death of his best friend years later, left the author detached from 
society as an unmoored troublemaker and poor student. After 
chronicling his background, Slakey then discusses his 10-year 
journey to ascend each continent’s highest mountain peaks and 
ride every ocean’s waves. The memoir skips around from past 
to present before finally settling in to focus on Slakey’s “eleven-
item climbing and surfing list.” He braved frigid, hypoxic con-
ditions on Mount Everest, scaled Antarctica’s gelid Vinson 
Massif and averted slaughter at an armed Indonesian separat-
ist ambush, an event that garnered national media attention. 
The author provides plenty of suspenseful moments—e.g., the 
opening sequence in which a detached, mangled cot precari-
ously dangled him and his climbing partner off an El Capitan 
rock wall. Ultimately, his life-turnabout resulted in his becom-
ing a married homeowner offering interactive lectures and eco-
consciousness classes at Georgetown.

What begins as a shock-factor memoir of an adrenaline 
junkie with a death wish concludes with great heart and 
promise. (8-page 4-color insert)

REUNITED
An Investigative  
Genealogist Unlocks  
Some of Life’s Greatest 
Family Mysteries
Slaton, Pamela with Marshall, Samantha
St. Martin’s Griffin  (256 pp.) 
$14.99 paperback  |  May 8, 2012
978-0-312-61732-5  

Celebrity investigative genealogist 
Slaton, well known to TV audiences for 

her success in reuniting nearly 3,000 adoptees with their birth 
families, writes about her experiences.

The author was featured in hip-hop star Darryl “DMC” 
McDaniels’ Emmy-winning documentary My Adoption Jour-
ney; she helped him conduct an on-camera search for his birth 
family. McDaniels only learned about his adoption in his 
mid 30s, and he was planning to write an autobiography. The 
experience of finding his mother was transformative, turning 
him into an advocate for open adoption—and also for Slaton, 
who through her work on the documentary also became a 
public figure (she now has her own TV show on the Oprah 
Winfrey Network). An adopted child herself, the author’s 
sleuthing career began 15 years ago when her husband hired 
an investigator to locate her birth mother. Although she was 
raised by a loving adoptive family, Slaton had always won-
dered about her roots. “Searching for one’s origins means 
nothing less than validating one’s own existence,” she writes. 
The author tells about finding her own extended birth fam-
ily and the touching stories of some of the clients she has 
helped. In most instances the parents who had given up their 
child for adoption were overjoyed to meet their adult chil-
dren. This was not true of Slaton’s mother, however. Not only 
did she refuse to meet her daughter, but she also lied, telling 
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“A useful, nuts-and-bolts handbook for concerned parents.”
from  talking back to facebook

the author that she was the child of an incestuous relation-
ship. The experience was so distressing that Slaton became 
active in KinQuest, a support group for adoptees that helps 
them reconnect with their birth families. The author also 
found her father, and her involvement in KinQuest set her 
on a new career path as an investigator.

A heartwarming account, still relevant even though 
out-of-wedlock birth is no longer stigmatized and the con-
cept of family has broadened. 

TALKING BACK  
TO FACEBOOK
A Common Sense  
Guide to Raising Kids  
in the Digital Age
Steyer, James P.
Scribner (224 pp.) 
$15.00 paperback  |  May 8, 2012
978-1-4516-5734-0  

Common Sense Media founder Steyer 
(The Other Parent: The Inside Story of the 

Media’s Effect on Our Children, 2002) addresses common concerns 
of many parents in managing the online lives of their children.

Keeping track of the privacy and security aspects of social-
media accounts can feel like a shell game for even the most 
astute Internet user. This seems especially true with regard to 
Facebook, whose enormous membership of 800 million users, 
coupled with their erratic shifting of privacy settings, has 
changed Mark Zuckerberg’s college-dorm project into a poten-
tially dangerous destination for millions of teenagers. Com-
puter and Internet education in elementary schools has given 
young people a formidable working knowledge of technology 
that often outpaces that of their parents—and of their own abil-
ity to judge the safety of what personal information they put on 
the Internet. Steyer is well positioned to write cogently on this 
subject. As a parent and founder of an organization working to 
empower Internet consumers to protect themselves, he brings 
a pragmatic approach to managing adolescent Internet activ-
ity. Recognizing the likely futility of “banning the Internet” for 
today’s kids, the author instead focuses on educating parents 
about “R.A.P.”—relationships, attention/addiction problems 
and privacy—with case-study examples and concrete sugges-
tions on appropriate guidelines to set for children organized by 
age groups. The approach includes recognizing and building on 
the positive aspects of social media, which will help minimize 
the negative aspects. Some of Steyer’s recommendations are 
bigger-picture suggestions—e.g., challenging elected officials 
to take a serious look at updating the nation’s privacy laws.

A useful, nuts-and-bolts handbook for concerned parents.

THE LAST HUNGER SEASON
A Year in an African  
Farm Community  
on the Brink of Change
Thurow, Roger
PublicAffairs (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 29, 2012
978-1-61039-067-5  

Toiling one step ahead of famine: a 
firsthand chronicle of a year in the life of 
small farmers in Kenya.

As a senior fellow at the Chicago Council of Global Affairs, 
Thurow (co-author, Enough: Why the World’s Poorest Starve in an Age 
of Plenty, 2009) traveled to Kenya at the invitation of the American 
social enterprise One Acre Fund in order to help often-neglected 
small farmers gain access to the technology and knowledge that 
would allow them to avoid the famines that have typically plagued 
the African regions. Rural Africa, long a “nightmarish landscape of 
neglect,” underutilized and undercultivated, might offer the hope 
of feeding the burgeoning future population of the world—but 
only if its resources can be ecologically harnessed and its small 
farmers trained to use the land wisely, according to the Obama 
Administration’s Feed the Future initiative, the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation and other organizations. Under the auspices of 
One Acre, Thurow worked with cooperatives in Lutacho, in the 
same Lugulu Hills of western Kenya made famous by Isak Dine-
sen’s Out of Africa. Of the 100 or so farmers in the area (overall, One 
Acre worked with 50,000 farmers in western Kenya and Rwanda), 
more than two-thirds were women who had to put aside traditional 
farming methods and learn the “Obama method,” as the One Acre 
field officers called it, capitalizing on the American president’s 
family ties to the region. As they trusted the new hybrid seeds of 
maize and learned how to weed, use fertilizer, buy on credit and sell 
on the commodities market, farmers like Leonida and Rasoa were 
seeing greater yields and learning how to plan for times of scarcity. 
Thurow’s account is a seasonal diary, moving from the dry season at 
the New Year through the planting; he recounts the wait for rains 
and the harvest and the successes and failures of a handful of tena-
cious family farmers.

A business-based approach that redefines the notion of 
food aid to Africa. 

MY TWO MOMS
Lessons of Love, Strength, 
and What Makes a Family
Wahls, Zach with Littlefield, Bruce
Gotham Books  (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-592-40713-2  

With the assistance of Littlefield (co-
author: The Truth Advantage: The 7 Keys 
to a Happy and Fulfilling Life, 2011, etc.), 
Wahls writes about growing up as the son 

of gay parents in the heartland.



In January 2011, the author, then a student at the University 
of Iowa, testified before the Iowa House Judiciary Committee 
as they considered a state constitutional amendment to ban 
same-sex marriage. In a short speech, Wahls talked about being 
raised by two lesbians and how his childhood was no differ-
ent than those of children raised by heterosexual couples. The 
speech was aimed at dismantling the myth that kids are dam-
aged by having gay parents, and it was effective: The YouTube 
video of the speech was viewed more than 18 million times, 
and Wahls appeared on national TV talk shows, including The 
Ellen DeGeneres Show. Here the author expands on his speech, 
discussing the values that his parents helped to instill in him, 
naming chapters after aspects of the Boy Scout law: “Trust-
worthy,” “Courteous,” “Reverent.” (Wahls takes pride in his 
scouting experience, repeatedly mentioning that he is an Eagle 
Scout, but he disagrees with the Boy Scouts of America’s offi-
cial policy banning gays from leadership positions.) Some of the 
author’s stories are quite moving—particularly those address-
ing his mother Terry’s multiple sclerosis—but many of Wahls’ 
epiphanies are unsurprising: “We are more alike than we are dif-
ferent”; “hate has no hope of ever erasing hate”; etc. The book 
works best when there’s more levity amidst the earnestness, as 
when the author humorously answers questions he’s asked most 
frequently (e.g., “Which one of your moms is the man?”). Few 
minds will be changed by this book—it seems unlikely that a 
homophobe would read something titled My Two Moms—but 
Wahls’ heart is in the right place.

A sincere first effort that aims to chip away at stereo-
types surrounding same-sex parents.

WAGING WAR ON  
THE AUTISTIC CHILD
The Arizona 5 and  
the Legacy of Baron  
von Munchausen
Wakefield, Andrew J.
Skyhorse Publishing  (272 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-1-61608-614-5  

Wakefield (Callous Disregard: Autisms 
and Vaccines: The Truth Behind a Tragedy, 

2010), a British gastroenterologist who was stricken from the 
British medical register in 2010, defends himself against the 
charges brought against him.

In 1998, the author published a research study that claimed to 
have established a link between the measles, mumps and rubella 
vaccination (MMR) and gastrointestinal disease and autism spec-
trum disorder. Accused of falsifying the data, he was subsequently 
barred from practicing medicine in the U.K. He begins this book 
with a spirited attack against the Sunday Times reporter, Brian Deer, 
who first exposed him in a series of articles. Wakefield brought an 
unsuccessful libel suit against the journalist, but he continues his 
attack on Deer, Times publisher Rupert Murdoch and the pharma-
ceutical companies that produce vaccines. The ostensible occasion 
for this sequel to his 2011 book on the same subject is a dispute 

between Arizona parents and child-welfare authorities. The author 
writes in defense of the parents, who were accused of child abuse 
when they repeatedly sought medical services at Phoenix Chil-
dren’s Hospital for their five children. The parents claimed that 
their children were suffering from developmental disabilities and 
gastrointestinal problems that resulted from vaccinations they had 
received. Wakefield writes that the doctors who treated the chil-
dren, “supported by hospital psychologists, bureaucrats, and liti-
gators…believed that the children were healthy but abused,” and 
that the parents were seeking attention—the so-called “Munchau-
sen Syndrome by Proxy.” The parents were accused of fabricating 
information and refusing to have their children properly vac-
cinated, and the children were temporarily removed by Arizona 
child-welfare authorities to foster care.

The jury is still out on the causes and best treatment of 
autism spectrum disorder, but readers will find it difficult 
to disentangle the author’s efforts at self-rehabilitation 
from his contentions that this family was treated unjustly.

THE HARM IN HATE SPEECH
Waldron, Jeremy
Harvard Univ.  (264 pp.) 
$26.95  |  May 23, 2012
978-0-674-06589-5  

A vigorously argued, intelligent chal-
lenge to the “liberal bravado” of U.S. First 
Amendment scholars.

In an eloquent reply to free-speech 
advocates, Waldron (New York Univer-
sity School of Law; Torture, Terror, and 

Trade-Offs: Philosophy for the White House, 2010, etc.) moves step 
by step in building the argument as to why hate-speech laws are 
good for a well-ordered society. In many enlightened democ-
racies in Europe, as well as in Canada, the use of threatening, 
abusive speech or behavior to stir up racial hatred is prohibited 
by law. Americans, on the other hand, are vociferously more 
guarded about the First Amendment, and the Supreme Court 
has opposed regulation on free speech only since 1931, when 
it struck down a California law forbidding the display of a red 
flag as an oppositional symbol. Subsequently, the government, 
Christian Church and public officials were deemed sufficiently 
strong enough not to need regulation of attacks on them, while 
even the Ku Klux Klan could indulge in hate speech “unless 
it is calculated to incite or likely to produce imminent lawless 
action.” But racial and ethnic minorities are vulnerable, Wal-
dron writes, and a liberal democracy’s “assurance” of their pro-
tection from attack and denigration are not secure when hate 
speech is allowed free rein, such as in the time of public hysteria 
after 9/11. The author argues that the damage caused by hate 
speech is like an “environmental threat to social peace, a sort 
of slow-acting poison” that robs the intended victims of their 
dignity and reputation in society. Waldron’s analogy between 
hate speech and pornography—in terms of the defamation of 
women—is particularly noteworthy. He responds carefully to 
the notion of free speech as a necessary part of democracy’s 
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“A powerful story of a tumultuous era by an  
author more adept at visual art than textual storytelling.”

from  darkroom

“marketplace of ideas” and looks to the Enlightenment philos-
ophes for their views on toleration and defamation.

A spirited defense without being heavy-handed.

DARKROOM
A Memoir in Black and White
Weaver, Lila Quintero
Illus. by Weaver, Lila Quintero
Univ. of Alabama  (266 pp.) 
$24.95 paperback  |  Mar. 1, 2012
978-0-8173-5714-6  

A debut graphic memoir provides a 
unique child’s perspective on racial strife 
in 1960s Alabama.

Weaver came to America from Argen-
tina in 1961 at the age of five and found herself considered an out-
sider on both sides of the racial divide. Even within her family, 
there were subtle distinctions, with a mother whose European 
ancestry made her unmistakably white, a father considerably 
darker and an older sister who came much closer to an Ameri-
can ideal of beauty (though her voluptuous lips were considered 
suspect). The memoir is most compelling when it reflects this 
child’s perspective, in a town “neatly divided between black and 
white. Until we arrived. We introduced a sliver of gray into the 
demographic pie.” The illustrations are impressive through-
out, as the author plainly learned much from a father who had 
a passion for photography and a mother who was a visual art-
ist. Yet there are stretches where this narrative of violence and 
turbulence could have been written by another, more conven-
tional observer, where the author disappears from her account 
of many incidents that she was too young to witness, let alone 
understand. At such points it reads more like a civil-rights 
primer (often with powerful imagery) than the account from 
an immigrant neither black nor white, “in America but not of 
America.” In the afterword, Weaver explains that this began as 
an undergraduate project by an adult student, one who is plainly 
an accomplished artist but who is still learning how to frame 
and sustain a cohesive narrative.

A powerful story of a tumultuous era by an author more 
adept at visual art than textual storytelling.

A LIFE WITHOUT LIMITS
A World Champion’s Journey
Wellington, Chrissie
Center Street/Hachette  (336 pp.) 
$24.99  |  May 15, 2012
978-1-4555-0557-9  

A world-record–holding professional 
triathlete enthusiastically shares a life 
devoted to sports, her “drug of choice.”

Early on in her amiable memoir, Wel-
lington admits to being “accident-prone 

and low on common sense.” That fact hardly prevented her 

from pursuing a career in the high-octane arena of competitive 
sports. Enjoying a happy childhood in eastern England, Wel-
lington was raised by parents who, while they loved the out-
doors, displayed none of the athletic prowess she’d nurtured 
throughout her adolescence, a time plagued with anorexia, buli-
mia and alcohol binging. Her burgeoning interest in corporate 
law took a backseat to environmental-development work and 
concurrent marathon runs, which served to fuel an interest in 
triathlon training in Nepal and assorted adventures honing her 
craft in Switzerland. She began training with noted Australian 
coach Brett Sutton and continued onward to triathlon com-
petitions worldwide. Wellington traces her personal history 
through memories and diary entries. But most compelling are 
the urgent details on the meticulous preparatory routines and 
rituals necessary to become physically (and mentally) ready to 
compete in these grueling contests. Later candid chapters on 
her morphing relationship with Sutton, revelations on life and 
love and her record-setting racing record effectively gel to illus-
trate the strife and struggle as well as the victorious exhilara-
tion inherent with training, competing in and winning the Kona 
Ironman Triathlon. She concludes with comments on the com-
pletion of her 13th Ironman race in 2011.

Empowering and suitably commemorative.

THE SNAKE EATERS
An Unlikely Band  
of Brothers and the  
Battle for the Soul of Iraq
West, Owen
Free Press  (352 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-4516-5593-3  

Gripping, disturbing account of 
American advisors in Iraq, focused on 
several National Guardsmen and the 

Iraqi soldiers (jundis) they trained.
Besides being meticulously written, this book has an 

unusual pedigree: West, a novelist (Four Days to Veracruz, 2003, 
etc.), former Marine and son of renowned military writer Bing 
West, was recalled in 2006 to serve a second combat tour in Iraq, 
as an advisor in Khalidiya, a city beset by a brutal insurgency. 
West’s personal experience makes up the final third of the book, 
but the primary section focuses on the National Guard advisor 
team that he helped replace. Initially, their war resembled an 
unholy combination of Black Hawk Down and Catch-22. Unlike 
full-time soldiers, they were abruptly withdrawn from civilian 
life, given outdated training in counterinsurgency and sent to 
a posting outside the city to pair up with an Iraqi battalion, a 
move meant to showcase the Bush administration’s intent 
to “stand down” as Iraqi units “stood up.” West vividly cap-
tures the personalities of the advisor team, who quickly found 
themselves contending with frequent sniper and bomb attacks, 
culminating in the death of a well-liked U.S. corpsman. The 
author’s crisp writing makes more apparent the material waste 
and absurdity of America’s “small wars.” Despite the advisors’ 



bravery and good intentions, they were consistently undercut 
by supply problems and chain-of-command issues that inevi-
tably gave the Guardsmen short shrift. West ably captures the 
drama in the initially tense relationships between the Ameri-
cans and their beleaguered Iraqi counterparts, the remnants of 
Iraq’s professional officer class, and he’s sensitive to the nuances 
of Iraqi culture, which initially allowed al-Qaeda and other 
insurgents to fester in hardscrabble cities like Khalidiya. The 
author argues that the unit trained by the Guardsmen evolved 
into a determined and nonpartisan fighting force: “For a bunch 
of carpenters and cops, they were a pretty determined bunch.”

One of the better reflections on the war in Iraq, with 
enough sense of on-the-ground combat reality to hold dis-
turbing portents for future “small wars.”

EXIT INTERVIEW
Westin, David
Sarah Crichton/Farrar,  
Straus and Giroux  (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 22, 2012
978-0-374-15121-8  

A former president of ABC News 
looks back over the stories that shaped 
his leadership.

Westin succeeded Roone Arledge as 
the head of the news organization in 1997. 

Here he presents an insider’s view of some of the bigger stories 
that broke while he was in charge and defends the continuing 
value of broadcast news. The major stories included the death 
of Princess Diana, the Monica Lewinsky scandal and President 
Clinton’s impeachment, the breakdown of exit polling in the 
2000 presidential election debacle, 9/11 and the subsequent 
invasion of Iraq. The author shows how he established himself 
within the company and also the country as the leader of the 
most-watched network news broadcast in America. Westin also 
notes that while networks favored advertiser-funded broadcast-
ing that avoided controversy, Fox News and others “embraced 
controversy. The more partisan, the better. And this approach 
was every bit a matter of shrewd business as it was a matter of 
ideology.” The author’s selected stories demonstrate how the 
news can be covered without becoming overly polemical, and 
he argues against the temptation “to cut back on the report-
ing and seek an audience through the expression of opinion.” In 
that vein, he looks at Fox’s mixture of “twenty-four hour news 
with polemics” and its relation to conservative politics. ABC 
News still reaches four times as many viewers as Fox, and Wes-
tin discusses how technology and the Web are being used to 
defend that advantage.

Should interest more than just news or politics junkies.

A GOLDEN VOICE
How Faith, Hard  
Work, and Humility  
Brought Me from the  
Streets to Salvation
Williams, Ted with Witter, Bret
Gotham Books  (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 10, 2012
978-1-592-40714-9  

A captivating memoir about a man’s 
life of drug addiction and homelessness.

With the assistance of veteran co-author Witter (co-author: 
Until Tuesday: A Wounded Warrior and the Golden Retriever Who 
Saved Him, 2011, etc.), Williams tells the story of how he reached 
his childhood dream of becoming a radio voice and subsequently 
lost it through his addiction to crack. The author’s obsession 
with becoming a radio voice started at age 10 when his mother 
bought him a radio. He idolized Hank Spann and learned the 
voice-inflection techniques from the on-air personalities of the 
time. Williams knew he had the gift of a “golden voice” from 
childhood, but he enlisted in the Army after graduation. When 
he was dishonorably discharged for black-marketing electronic 
equipment, he found a job as a DJ at a radio station in Chad-
bourn, N.C. He later became a radio personality and town 
celebrity in Columbus, Ohio, until he became addicted to crack 
and quit his job to spend all day smoking. The rest of the mem-
oir follows his life as an addict, homeless person and absentee 
father. The grimy details of crack houses and harsh aspects of 
homeless life add color to the story, as do the pages written in 
the voice of his girlfriend Kathy. The writing style is fast-paced 
and easy to follow despite the whirlwind of events, and Wil-
liams does not shy away from self-criticism. Religion becomes 
a main theme toward the end of the book, as the author claims 
it was God who ultimately led to his freedom and sobriety. The 
story ends just before his rise to fame and does not explore his 
life after he became a national sensation.

Disturbing and hard to put down.

GREEN ILLUSIONS
The Dirty Secrets of Clean 
Energy and the Future  
of Environmentalism
Zehner, Ozzie
Univ. of Nebraska  (456 pp.) 
$29.95 paperback  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-0-8032-3775-9  

Alternative solutions to the growing 
energy crisis other than alternative energy.

“Green” technology and energy solu-
tions are all the rage as global warming, rising populations and 
unheard-of oil prices confront the world. However, asks Zehner, 

“do we have a society capable of being powered by alternative 
energy?” His answer is no. With thorough research, the author 
demonstrates that no amount of solar panels, wind turbines, 

|   k i r k u s r e v i e w s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 1 2   |   8 3 9



8 4 0   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 1 2   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s r e v i e w s . c o m   |  

biodiesel, nuclear plants or “clean” coal will solve these global 
problems. The underlying issue is not the lack of energy or a new 
way to generate it but overconsumption of available energy and 
resources. Zehner proves that many of today’s “green” solutions 
would be prohibitively expensive on a grand scale and/or cause 
more environmental damage than good. The author examines 

“some ideas that, hopefully [will] spur some thought into how 
we might practically move from material and energy consump-
tion to more durable and meaningful forms of social growth and 
well-being.” These ideas include the creation of more “walking 
communities,” cities in which the basic needs of citizens can be 
reached on foot or by bicycle. He also advocates “advancing the 
rights of women and girls,” since contraceptive education is just 
one part of the puzzle of population explosion, and he suggests 
the creation of a “Department of Efficiency,” which would be 
responsible for reducing the rampant waste of energy. “America 
has plenty of energy—more than twice as much as it needs,” he 
writes. “We just waste most of it.” By offering readers numer-
ous steps toward reaching attainable goals, Zehner hopes envi-
ronmentalists will initiate a shift of focus to “women’s rights, 
consumer culture, walkable neighborhoods, military spending, 
zoning, health care, wealth disparities, citizen governance, eco-
nomic reform, and democratic institutions.”

A bold look at the downside of green technologies and a 
host of refreshingly simple substitute solutions. (12 illustra-
tions; 17 charts; 1 table)

THE INDISPENSABLE ZINN
The Essential Writings  
of the “People’s Historian”
Zinn, Howard
McCarthy, Timothy Patrick--Ed.
New Press  (496 pp.) 
$19.95 paperback  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-59558-622-3
978-1-59558-693-3 e-book  

Well-chosen anthology of the radical 
historian’s prodigious output.

If you know anything about Dunmore’s War or the Ludlow 
Massacre and are not a professional historian, the chances are 
good that you read about it in the pages of Zinn’s A People’s His-
tory of the United States. If you know anything about Zinn him-
self, it is largely because he was a relentlessly dedicated activist, 
somewhat less public than the likeminded Noam Chomsky 
but in no way as cloistered as the average academician. He was 
never shy about a good scrap. Indeed, writes volume editor 
McCarthy (History and Literature/Harvard Univ.; co-editor: 
Protest Nation: Words That Inspired A Century of American Radi-
calism, 2010, etc.), “Howard’s troublemaking—pedagogically, 
intellectually, politically—is now the stuff of legend, in large 
part because he was so consistently willing to speak truth to 
power throughout his life, no matter the stakes.” True enough: 
He was fired from one appointment, unheard of for academics 
outside of cases of fraud or moral turpitude, though he went 
on to enjoy a quarter-century of tenure at Boston University. 

McCarthy gathers material not just from the well-known 
People’s History, but also from less easily available publications 
from the civil rights and antiwar eras. In one, Zinn addresses 
the question “what is radical history?” The answer is invigo-
rating, speaking to a kind of public history that allows us to 

“intensify, expand, sharpen our perception of how bad things 
are, for the victims of the world.” That anticipates some of 
the “Occupy History” concerns of recent months by several 
decades, but it is also distinctly collegial; Zinn even gives a tip 
of the hat to Henry Kissinger, declaring, “Kissinger has always 
been one of my favorites.”

“We need to expand the prevailing definition of patriotism 
beyond that narrow nationalism that has caused so much 
death and suffering,” writes Zinn. For sympathetic readers, 
this makes an ideal primer for that cause.
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children’s
& teens

LUCY IN THE SKY
Anonymous
Simon Pulse/Simon &  
Schuster  (288 pp.) 
$17.99  |  paper $9.99  |  May 12, 2012
978-1-4424-5187-2
978-1-4424-5185-8 paperback  

An unapologetic contemporary imita-
tion of anonymous faux-diary Go Ask Alice.

The book begins on the unnamed 
teen diarist’s 16th birthday. Her writing is sometimes stream-of-
consciousness, though it sometimes recounts events. It is never 
more eloquent than when she describes the experience of being 
high on the various drugs she tries. Readers wondering about 
the immediate effects of alcohol, marijuana, pills, cocaine and 
more will find their curiosity piqued. Descriptions like “It’s 
like someone has shuffled all the cards in your head... you feel 
AMAZING and you’re seeing these INCREDIBLE THINGS” 
evoke pleasure and a sense of discovery. Negative experiences 
like a DUI, broken promises to quit and watching a friend grow 
increasingly gaunt and non-functional serve as warnings. There 
is character development here: Readers see the diarist trans-
form from a shy, insecure girl with few friends into part of an 
intimate social group. The relationship between the diarist and 
her older brother Cam is one of the most compelling, and read-
ers see him struggling to balance his loyalty to his sister against 
his concern for her safety. The book’s cautionary ending feels 
abrupt and ineffective, perhaps because scaring readers straight 
was never really the point.

Both engrossing and titillating; readers curious about 
drugs and readers who wouldn’t dream of touching them 
will find satisfaction here. (Fiction. 14 & up)

SURYIA SWIMS!
Antle, Bhagavan “Doc” & Feldman, Thea
Photos by Bland, Barry
Henry Holt  (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 8, 2012
978-0-8050-9317-9  

Suryia the orangutan learns to swim 
in this fascinating story that features appealing photographs 
of the amazing ape swimming with his trainer and an array of 
other animals that live in the same nature preserve.

The authors and photographer first introduced the cap-
tivating orangutan with their story of his friendship with a 
huge hound dog, Suryia and Roscoe (2011). The same format is 
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ONE FOR THE MURPHYS by Lynda Mullaly Hunt  ...................p. 859
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THREE TIMES LUCKY by Sheila Turnage  ....................................p. 876
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used again in this sequel; full-page photographs alternate with 
smaller pictures laid out like a photo album. The cheerful text 
describes Suryia’s interest in water play and subsequent swim-
ming lessons in a logical, clearly expressed manner, with intrigu-
ing details that convey Suryia’s behavior and personality. The 
photographs are amazing: Suryia paddling with Roscoe the dog, 
hugging his trainer and gently holding a tiger at the edge of the 
swimming pool. Stories of animal friendships have become pop-
ular in the last few years, and this engaging book will have wide 
appeal to a wide variety of readers, from preschoolers through 
elementary-age children.   

The orangutan’s face has a natural charm, and he seems 
to be smiling as he enjoys his time in the water. Suryia’s 
interactions with his pool pals will bring smiles to the faces 
of animal lovers young and old. (author’s note) (Informational 
picture book. 3-9)

BIRDIE FLIES AWAY/ 
PAJARILLO SE VA VOLANDO
Aragon, Kat
Illus. by Yomtob, Andrea
Lectura  (24 pp.) 
$8.95 paperback  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-60448-022-1  

In this largely forgettable bilingual tale, Birdie finally leaves 
the safety of the nest.

A presumably Latina girl narrates the story of the bird fam-
ily living outside her window. “There was a Papa, Mama and 
four little babies.” While the mother bird and her babies rest 
in the nest, Papa goes in search of food, and the babies grow. 
Soon, both parents are out gathering food for the hungry quar-
tet. “One day Papa noticed that his babies were singing louder 
and louder. That showed him that they were happy birds and 
that made Papa very happy. He sang, too.” As the young birds 
age, they begin exploring the branch beyond their nest and eat-
ing more food, “except for Birdie, the smallest bird of all.” The 
other birds fly away and bring back their own food, but Birdie 
remains with Mama and Papa: “He liked the way Mama and 
Papa cleaned him, fed him, ruffled his feathers, and kept him 
warm when he slept between them.” Then, Birdie is gone, off 
flying by himself, and the tale abruptly ends. Yomtob’s colorful, 
humorous illustrations bring some life to Aragon’s often awk-
ward story. Purple English text precedes the red Spanish version, 
and the illustrated vocabulary list is notable for its brevity and 
lack of indefinite Spanish articles.

Charming illustrations can’t save this lackluster effort. 
(glossary) (Bilingual picture book. 2-5)

TARA DUNCAN AND  
THE SPELLBINDERS
Audouin-Mamikonian, Sophie
Translated by Rodarmor, William
Sky Pony Press  (480 pp.) 
$16.95  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-61608-733-3  

An adventurous preteen encounters 
inter-dimensional portals, magical pow-
ers and mysterious parentage in this 
overstuffed first book of a bestselling 

European fantasy series.
When masked Bloodgrave wizards attack her grandmoth-

er’s mansion, 12-year-old Tara’tylanhnem (Tara) Duncan enters a 
world of magic—or, rather, many worlds, connected by Portals 
and inhabited by various fantasy races. No longer safe on Earth, 
Tara seeks refuge and an education in OtherWorld, at the Living 
Castle of Travia, under the tutelage of the dragon-wizard Chem 
(short for Chemnashaovirodaintrachivu). Tara accepts her new 
circumstances calmly—aided by frequent exposition dumps—
even when she learns the truth about her parents’ disappear-
ance and her grandmother’s severity. Endowed with boundless 
if unpredictable powers, but fearful of harming her family, Tara 
cautiously studies magic with a motley crew of students. In less 
than a month, she makes friends, garners inexplicably hostile 
enemies, travels and uncovers more of her heritage. Unfortu-
nately, the swift resolution of an absurd parade of life-threat-
ening situations lowers the suspense, and the protagonist feels 
more a product of wish-fulfillment than character development. 
Perhaps an effect of translation, the language is awkward—it 
seesaws between formal and colloquial, quaint phrases like “I’ll 
be darned” and “Good grief ” abound, and rhyming magical 
spells sometimes have an uneven meter. However, the author’s 
royal background (she is the crown princess of Armenia), her 
clear affection for high fantasy and her subtle sense of humor 
may keep readers engaged.

High fantasy for middle-schoolers who just can’t get 
enough of it. (Fantasy. 10-14)

SHADOW AND BONE
Bardugo, Leigh
Henry Holt  (368 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 5, 2012
978-0-8050-9459-6  

In a Russian-inflected fantasy world, 
an orphan comes into immense power 
and, with it, danger.

When the Grisha came to test insep-
arable friends Alina and Malyen, neither 
showed any aptitude for the Small Sci-

ence. Years later, they are in the army, Alina in the cartographer 
corps and Mal a tracker. They are escorting the Darkling, the 
most powerful Grisha in the land, across the terrifying Shadow 
Fold that divides Ravka’s heart from its coast. An attack by the 
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terrifying volcra brings forth a power Alina never knew she had: 
She is a Sun Summoner. The charismatic, quartz-eyed Darkling 
takes her to the palace to learn the art of the Etherealki, and 
Mal is left behind. Bardugo allows the details of Grisha magic 
to unfold with limited exposition, using Alina’s ignorance for 
readers’ benefit. While Alina’s training borrows familiar tropes 
(outlander combat teacher, wizened-crone magic instructor, 
friends and enemies among her peers), readers will nevertheless 
cheer her progress. But the worldbuilding is continually under-
cut by clunky colloquialisms; such phrases as “Well, that’s com-
pletely creepy” and “It’s okay” yank readers out of this carefully 
constructed, mostly preindustrial world. Readers may also be 
troubled by the sexualization of power found in its pages.

The plotting is powerful enough to carry most readers 
past flaws and into the next book in the series. (classifica-
tion of Grisha types, map [not seen]) (Fantasy. 13 & up)

WOODROW FOR PRESIDENT
A Tail of Voting,  
Campaigns, and Elections
Barnes, Peter W.
Illus. by Barnes, Cheryl Shaw
Little Patriot Press  (40 pp.) 
$16.95  |  May 21, 2012
978-1-59698-786-9  

A mouse with a smile as wide as Ike’s 
and outstretched arms as expansive as Nixon’s runs a successful 
campaign for the presidency.

Woodrow G. Washingtail of Moussouri, born with a politi-
cal spoon in his teeth, grows up to be an “all-American mouse 
of renown” and marries his Bess. He leads an exemplary small-
town life, runs for town council, mayor, state senate and “gov-
ernor of the whole state!” He then declares his candidacy for the 
nation’s “Big Cheese” as the choice of the Bull Mouse party. 
The husband-and-wife writing and illustrating team go on to 
describe the entire presidential campaign process, with infor-
mation on political parties, primaries, debates, conventions, 
campaigns and inauguration. Woodrow is, of course, elected as 

“the hope of all mice, the hope of a nation” after an all-around 
clean and wholesome crusade. The entire “tail” is written in 
quatrains with an AABB rhyming scheme. Unfortunately, main-
taining this structure often leads to awkward scanning and 
phrasing. A surfeit of puns wears thin, as Hairry King conducts 
an interview, Mousechusetts attends the National Convention 
and Senator Ed Mouse-ski debates. Amateurishly drawn full-
page cartoon illustrations owe much to Richard Scarry, but are 
crowded and too full of toothy smiles.

Vote—but not for this candidate. (resources for parents 
and teachers, additional information and activities, repro-
ducible “contract to vote.”) (Picture book. 4-8)

OH NO! NOT AGAIN! 
(Or How I Built  
a Time Machine to  
Save History) (Or At  
Least My History Grade)
Barnett, Mac
Illus. by Santat, Dan
Disney Hyperion  (40 pp.) 
 $17.99  |  Jun. 5, 2012 
978-142314912-5  

Having recovered from the world-destroying science proj-
ect she created in the first Oh No! (2010), Barnett’s overachiever 
has a new dilemma: Her history test is returned with one point 
off for an incorrect answer.

Noting that “Belgium” is not the country where the oldest 
prehistoric cave paintings exist, she devises a solution completely 
out of proportion to the problem. Using a “Phun Times” Kiddie 
Pool as a foundation, she builds a time machine to alter history. 
After a few glitches (landing in a pre-Neanderthal world and then 
in the French Revolution), she finds her Belgian cavemen. As in 
the companion story, the digital compositions are framed with 
black horizontal borders and marked with white vertical lines to 
establish a cinematic context. The plot unfolds through speech 
bubbles, the faux-technical diagrams on graph paper covering the 
endpapers and the extremely funny actions and expressions of 
Santat’s caricatures. Children will relish the two cavemen’s antics: 
They stick paintbrushes in their noses, chomp on the palette and 
spray paint each other. The duo gives the transporter a spin while 
the frustrated scholar decorates the cave herself. She emerges to 
find one sporting Napoleon’s hat, a Roman chariot speeding by 
and other anachronisms—not to mention an “F” on her test, now 
that history has been rearranged.

Wonderfully ridiculous in premise and execution and 
abounding in creative touches, this will surely spark stu-
dent spinoffs. (Picture book. 5-8)

DINOSAUR THUNDER
Bauer, Marion Dane
Illus. by Chodos-Irvine, Margaret
Scholastic  (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-590-45296-0  

In this perceptively illustrated take on 
a common theme, an older brother’s com-
ment does more than all the supposed 

comfort offered by grownups to dispel a child’s fear of thunder.
“When lightning flares / in the faraway sky / and clouds growl 

like lions waking…” Using elevated language, Bauer describes 
little Brannon’s terror in measured tones as approaching rum-
bles send him under the bed, then into a closet and finally bur-
rowing into a chest of toys. His father claims that the noise 
is “only a big cat purring,” his grandma that it’s angels bowling 
and grandpa makes a remark about clouds bumping together. 
Their suggestions just make it worse, as in Chodos-Irvine’s 

““Wonderfully ridiculous in premise  
and execution and abounding in creative touches,  

this will surely spark student spinoffs.”
from oh no! not again!



multimedia monoprints the pajama-clad tyke envisions a gigan-
tic cat springing from the clouds with a feral glare and other 
violent scenarios. Then brother Chad whispers that it’s only 
dinosaurs stomping around, and that does the trick. Instead of 
towering figures of menace, the clouded sky fills with huge, ami-
able looking dinos whose names Brannon reels off with delight. 
By the end the two sibs are cavorting in a “dinosaur thunder 
dance” in the middle of the room.

This book’s big brother provides just the ticket for rid-
ing out scary times. (Picture book. 3-6)

JERSEY ANGEL
Bauman, Beth Ann
Wendy Lamb/Random  (208 pp.) 
$15.99  |  $10.99 e-book  |  PLB $18.99
May 8, 2012
978-0-385-74020-3
978-0-375-89900-3 e-book
978-0-385-90828-3 PLB  

Six months in the life of a proudly 
sex-positive 17-year-old from the Jersey 
Shore (but definitely not Jersey Shore).

Angel Cassonetti’s life is based on two things: her exquisite 
awareness of and facility at wielding her sex appeal, and her 
close, almost sisterly friendship with Inggy Olofsson. Pale and 
blond, studious and monogamous with her longtime boyfriend 
Cork, Inggy stands in sharp contrast to the easily tanned, curly 
brunette, scholastically blasé and sexually precocious Angel. 
When Angel’s longtime on-again, off-again boyfriend Joey tells 
her he’s done playing games—“I don’t want to sleep around. I 
want to sleep with my girlfriend”—she finds herself drifting 
through the summer before senior year. She begins a poten-
tially explosive secret fling that she can’t quite find a way out 
of, though she tells herself “I can stop it anytime. And I will. It’s 
not cool. It just isn’t.” School begins anew, and Angel is forced to 
confront her future. How long will this secret relationship con-
tinue? What comes after graduation, if her carefree approach to 
school has made college a no-go for now? 

Aided by a strong evocation of the tourist-driven rhythms of 
life on the Central Jersey Shore and a satisfyingly complicated, 
modern protagonist, this quick read will please readers looking 
for both nuance and heat in their beach books. (Fiction. 14 & up)

ODD DOG
Boldt, Claudia
Illus. by Boldt, Claudia
NorthSouth  (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-7358-4068-3  

A dachshund struggles with sharing 
in this amiable tale.

“Peanut was an odd dog.” He does not care for bones; rather, 
he is obsessed with apples. His covetousness leads to paranoia, 

as he worries neighbor-dog Milo is plotting to steal his prized 
possessions. Playful, lino-cut print illustrations perfectly 
express the dogs’ personalities. In a series of panels, the artist 
showcases the silliness of Peanut’s suspicion as he comically 
attempts to save the juiciest of apples from an oblivious Milo. 
Strong silhouettes make the characters easily identifiable—
Peanut is a classic wiener dog, while Milo has pear-shaped heft. 
Boldt also adroitly utilizes the limited palette of the medium. 
Earthy pastels and brilliant pops of color lend themselves to 
a contemporary, modern style. In the end, Peanut learns that 
Milo, like most dogs, only likes bones, emotionally freeing the 
pensive pup and opening up his world to friendship.

An amusing and charming take on the lessons learned 
from sharing. (Picture book. 3-5)

THE SUMMER OF  
NO REGRETS
Bond, Katherine Grace
Sourcebooks Fire  (304 pp.) 
$8.99 paperback  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-4022-6504-4  

This novel about the search for “the 
Great Cosmic Mystery” has too many 
plot elements and coincidences to throw 
light on the subject.

Brigitta Schopenhauer is high-minded 
but secretly reads tabloids and writes a blog about celebrities 
finding faith. When her best friend Natalie spots a lookalike for 
bad-boy teen actor Trent Yves, Brigitta dismisses her. After all, it’s 
not really Trent Yves, but a boy named Luke Geoffrey. She’s more 
occupied with mourning her deceased grandparents and adjust-
ing to the recent changes in her father’s behavior, as revealed by 
awkward flashbacks. An unnecessary and overdramatic plot twist 
features a cougar that nearly attacks Luke until Brigitta chases 
it away; when it is shot, it leaves behind two kittens. Luke and 
Brigitta grow closer as they care for the kittens, culminating in an 
overnight road trip on which Luke kisses Brigitta. The road trip 
is a tipping point for more than just Luke and Brigitta’s relation-
ship. The rest of the novel unravels into a string of clichés and 
impulsive acts by the immature Brigitta. 

The implausible romance takes away from the stron-
gest aspect of Bond’s novel: Brigitta’s search for something 
bigger than herself. (Fiction. 14 & up)

“Strong silhouettes make the characters  
easily identifiable—Peanut is a classic wiener  

dog, while Milo has pear-shaped heft.”
from  odd dog
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STRUCK
Bosworth, Jennifer 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux  (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 8, 2012
978-0-374-37283-5  

Doomsday cults play tug-of-war over 
a teenage girl who loves getting struck by 
lightning in Bosworth’s debut.

After lightning hits a fault line and 
causes a terrible earthquake in Los Ange-
les, survivors seek hope. Many turn to a 

charismatic fundamentalist who predicted the earthquake and 
promises salvation from end times to his followers. Others, like 
Mia Price, strive for a return to normalcy—even though a girl 
who’s struck by lightning countless times is anything but nor-
mal. While trying to keep her family fed and her mother, badly 
traumatized by the earthquake, in one piece, Mia attracts atten-
tion from both the fundamentalist sect and a secret society 
that opposes them. In the span of one day, recruiters from both 
parties approach her, one wearing white and one black to help 
readers tell just how opposed they are. Prophecies and visions 
all point to Mia as the key to the upcoming end of the world (in 
three days, warns Prophet), as surviving even a single lightning 
strike can grant a person supernatural abilities. But mysterious, 
handsome Jeremy warns her from choosing either side and offers 
a very sudden relationship. While the solid structure relies too 
heavily on formula, resulting in predictability, the pacing moves 
the narrative along quickly, suiting the time-sensitive plot.

A creative premise and developed setting with a fast, 
fun and easy ride of a plot. (Fantasy. 12 & up)

HEY CANADA!
Bowers, Vivien
Illus. by Pavlovic, Milan
Tundra  (72 pp.) 
$21.95  |  May 8, 2012
978-1-77049-255-4  

Arrays of small color photos, car-
toons and occasional comic-book pages 
provide visuals for a young traveler’s 
lively if superficial account of a quick 

province-by-province drive across Canada.
Bowers’ travelogue is similar in tone and content but 

aimed at a younger audience than her Wow Canada (2010) 
(and proceeds east to west before looping north, rather than 
the reverse). She takes her 9-year-old narrator to cities, road-
side attractions and natural wonders from Cape Spear to 
Iqaluit. The child’s observations are interspersed with side 
comments (“We walked around the lake until the mosquitoes 
had sucked all our blood”) and brief info-dumps from tour 
guides, a fact-loving little cousin and others. Simplification 
leads to some misinformation (no, the West Edmonton Mall 
is not the “world’s biggest,” nor is it strictly accurate to claim 
that Lake Michigan is “the only [great] lake not in Canada”). 

Ultimately and unfortunately, readers will come away know-
ing much more about regional foods (“Tried eating haggis. 
Big mistake”) and other artifacts of European settlement 
than newer immigrant populations or even, until the chapter 
on Nunavut, First Nations.

Still, for armchair tourists, a broad if rosy picture of 
our neighbor to the north. (maps, index) (Nonfiction. 9-11)

DEVINE   
INTERVENTION
Brockenbrough, Martha
Levine/Scholastic (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-0-545-38213-7  

Jerome is no teen angel.
A hell raiser when alive and killed by 

his cousin in eighth grade in an unfor-
tunate archery accident, he has spent 
his afterlife in Soul Rehab assigned to 

Heidi in an attempt to win his way into Heaven. Not that he’s 
very committed to the notion; he lost his “Guardian Angel’s 
Handbook” pretty much right away, but he sort of tries. Heidi 
has more or less enjoyed Jerome’s company, though he could 
sometimes be annoying. When Heidi, having experienced 
unendurable humiliation in a high-school talent show, ven-
tures onto thin ice and falls through, Jerome does his best to 
save her soul—as much for her own sake, he’s surprised to find, 
as for his. Brockenbrough devises a devilishly clever narrative, 
alternating Jerome’s first-person account with Heidi’s tightly 
focused third-person perspective. Tying both together are com-
mandment-by-commandment excerpts (often footnoted) from 
Jerome’s lost handbook, each stricture slyly informing the suc-
ceeding chapter. The rules governing Jerome’s afterlife lead to 
frequently hysterical prose. He can’t swear, of course, so he sub-
stitutes euphemisms: “… if I weren’t so chickenchevy”; “It was 
a real mind-flask.” Beneath the snark, though, runs a current of 
devastatingly honest writing that surprises with its occasional 
beauty and hits home with the keenness of its insight.

As the clock ticks down on Heidi’s soul, readers will 
be rooting for both Jerome and Heidi with all their hearts. 
(Paranormal adventure. 12 & up)

WALK THE TALK
Brouwer, Sigmund
Illus. by Whamond, Dave
Orca  (64 pp.) 
$6.95 paperback  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-55469-929-2 
Series: Justine McKeen, 2 

Justine, an environmentally focused 
grade schooler, is back for another easy-
to-read outing (Justine McKeen: Queen of 
Green, 2011).
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Known as the Queen of Green, Justine turns her attention 
here to exhaust fumes, wishing that what poured out of cars 
always looked filthy so more people would notice it. She gets 
the idea to arrange walking school buses: Groups of children 
shepherded to school en masse. Parent chaperones would col-
lect children at their homes, follow a regular route each day and 
deliver them safely—without air pollution—to school, all on foot. 
Justine canvases her neighborhood looking for help from mostly 
unwilling adults, all of whom discouragingly regard her as a bit 
strange. The same cast of characters from the last outing reap-
pear—bullying Blatzo and best friends Michael and Safdar—but, 
if anything, are even less well developed than in their previous 
cardboard appearances. Mild humor will elicit some chuckles, as 
when Justine encourages the janitor, frustrated because girls are 
kissing the mirrors with lipstick, to convince them that he cleans 
restrooms with water from the toilets. Playful black-and-white 
illustrations accompany the text. Notes for students provide 
advice on easy environmentally friendly activities.

Amusing, with a mild bathroom humor flavor (including 
a fart noise machine) that’s sure to appeal, the book’s envi-
ronmental message makes it a somewhat useful purchase. 
(Fiction. 6-9)

LIES BENEATH
Brown, Anne Greenwood
Delacorte  (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $10.99 e-book  |  PLB $20.99
Jun. 12, 2012
978-0-385-74201-6
978-0-375-98908-7 e-book
978-0-375-99036-6 PLB  

Riding the wave of mermaid paranor-
malia is a young merman with a mission.

For 18-year-old Calder White, family 
life is a little different. He spends part of his year living in Lake 
Superior with his three sisters, plotting revenge on Jason Han-
cock, the son of the man the merpeople hold responsible for 
killing their mother. Calder plans to lure Jason into the water by 
using Jason’s daughters Lily and Sophie, but he does not count 
on falling in love with Lily nor on her learning of his true nature. 
When he is about to spring the trap, Calder finds himself out 
of his depth and drowning. Narrator Calder isn’t particularly 
self-reflective, which ably conveys his emotional numbness but 
also makes him rather dull. There’s little that’s engaging about 
Brown’s treatment of the mermaid mythology, the characters 
or the plot, making it an underwater retread of stories about 
sparkly creatures and dangerous love. Initially borrowing from 
Native American tales, Brown dumps the legends quickly into 
the inky depths. Astute readers will see the entire plot arc from 
the first few pages, which makes Calder and Lily’s romance feel 
forced from the beginning.

About as exciting as a handful of chum. (Paranormal 
romance. 12 & up)

SPOT THE DIFFERENCE
Bùi, Tak
Illus. by Bùi, Tak
Tundra (48 pp.) 
$9.95 paperback  |  May 8, 2012
978-1-77049-279-0  

In a challenging workout for Where’s 
Waldo? fans a Canadian cartoonist offers 
82 teeming scenes in pairs that are identi-

cal only at first glance.
Presented side by side on tall, floppy pages bound at the top, 

each pair of paintings has 20 small differences for sharp-eyed 
viewers to identify. They feature dozens of, usually, tiny rabbits 
in human dress swarming through city or country settings in 
various seasons. These differences range from an airport work-
er’s warning sign here that is blank there and changing numbers 
in an arithmetic problem on a chalkboard in front of a “school” 
of marine creatures to a swarm of diminutive Santas construct-
ing a “Trojan Rudolph” with a nose that’s glowing in only one 
view. Mercifully, Bùi describes all the changes in every pair at 
the end. Smaller hands will have difficulty wrestling with the 
ungainly format, but the figures and action are depicted with 
fine-lined exactitude, and there’s plenty of stage business and 
visual humor to keep even browsers uninterested in playing the 
intended game amused.

Too big for back-seat entertainment or to tuck into a 
parental backpack as a portable means of distraction—but 
rewarding to pore over in roomier situations. (Picture book. 6-9)

THE VOYAGE OF  
THE SEA WOLF
Bunting, Eve
Sleeping Bear Press  (192 pp.) 
$15.95  |  paper $8.95  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-58536-789-4
978-1-58536-790-0 paperback  

Ahoy ye mateys! Clamber on board 
the Sea Wolf for a salty adventure.

As the first in Bunting’s new series 
ended, 15-year-old Catherine, The Pirate 

Captain’s Daughter (2011), had been marooned on a desolate 
island with William, cabin boy and love of her young life, and the 
situation was looking grim. They’re rather fortuitously rescued 
by the Sea Wolf, captained by superstitious red-haired pirate 
Medb, a spirited and domineering woman. Medb is immedi-
ately smitten with William and determines to claim him as her 
own, whether or not the young lovers agree. Sebastian, the cap-
tain’s wily assistant, comes to Catherine’s aid, but the situation 
is still fraught with peril as they sail off toward a confrontation 
with a treasure ship. Like the first in the series, this effort is 
plot driven, but there’s enough lusty adventure to sustain those 
pirate fans who may find Catherine’s introspective yearning for 
William an unnecessary distraction from swashbuckling. It’s a 
swift read with a strong female protagonist, a bit of romance 
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and plenty of action. The grittiness of the situation is both 
informative and a bit disgusting: The pirates, for example, have 
a handy restroom—they haul themselves out over the sea in a 
net that features a conveniently placed hole. Aye, tis true.

“Listen now, ye belly-whackers,” pirate fans are sure to 
savor this seafaring adventure and crave another in the 
series. (Historical fiction. 10-14)

LAUGH WITH THE MOON
Burg, Shana
Delacorte  (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $10.99 e-book  |  PLB $19.99
Jun. 12, 2012
978-0-385-73471-4
978-0-375-98568-3 e-book
978-0-385-90469-8 PLB  

Melding the colors of heartache and 
loss with painterly strokes, Burg creates a 
vivid work of art about a girl grieving for 

her recently deceased mother against a Third World backdrop.
Clare is not speaking to her father. She has vowed never to 

speak to him again. Which could be tough, since the pair just 
touched down in Malawi. There, Clare finds herself struck by 
the contrast between American wealth and the relatively bare-
bones existence of her new friends. Drowning in mourning 
and enraged at the emptiness of grief, Clare is a hurricane of 
early-adolescent emotions. Her anger toward her father crack-
les like lightning in the treetops. She finds purpose, though, in 
teaching English to the younger children, which leads her out 
of grief. Burg’s imagery shimmers. “The girl talks to her mother 
in a language that sounds like fireworks, full of bursts and pops. 
She holds her hand over her mouth giggling.... She probably has 
so many minutes with her mother, she can’t even count them.” 
Her realization of the setting and appreciation for the Mala-
wian people are so successful that they compensate for Clare’s 
wallowing, which sometimes feels contrived.

Ultimately, Burg’s lyrical prose will make readers think 
about the common ground among peoples, despite inevita-
ble disparities. (Fiction. 9-12)

BLACK DAWN
Caine, Rachel
New American Library  (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-451-23671-5 
Series: Morganville Vampires, 12 

The 12th episode in the Morganville 
Vampires series finds the town besieged 
by the terrifying draug, water beings that 
feed on vampires.

Throughout their history, the vam-
pires have never defeated the draug. Human Claire, the series 
heroine, her boyfriend Shane and her friends, Eve and her 

vampire fiancé Michael, will find new ways to fight, but not 
without cheating death. All the while the town’s leader Amelie 
lies dying from a draug bite. Indeed, it looks as though Morgan-
ville has had it. Although readers know that Caine won’t allow 
that to happen, she works the tension beautifully, keeping the 
cliffhangers coming. She delves into Shane’s character most 
deeply in this installment, after he’s captured by the draug. The 
eccentric vampire Myrnin, Claire’s scientist boss, stands out as 
the book’s most interesting and entertaining character, provid-
ing both comic relief and some nice plot turns. The romance 
scenes in the novel don’t rise above most other paranormal 
romances, and the writing relies on frequent use of italics, but 
the author’s imagination easily tops the average, keeping the 
book constantly interesting. Her suspense scenes, the heart of 
this series, crackle with vitality and occur frequently enough to 
induce white knuckles. The plot includes enough explication 
that new readers can orient themselves. This series continues 
to provide terrific action and great entertainment.

Plenty of fun. (Paranormal suspense. 12 & up)

STRONGER 
A Super Human Crash
Carroll, Michael
Philomel  (384 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-0-399-25761-2 
Series: Super Human, 3 

The third in the Super Human series 
continues to deliver a high-octane blend 
of concept and action.

Gethin Rao never expected a Sun-
day choir performance to drastically alter his life. In a brilliant 
flash, he changes into a 12-year-old bright-blue giant whose skin 
is nearly bulletproof and who can crush cars and helicopters 
with his bare hands. Gethin becomes Brawn and collaborates 
with others who have been given extraordinary abilities, but he 
grows to distrust their leader. When faced with a pivotal choice, 
Brawn follows his conscience, betraying the superheroes and 
branding himself an outlaw. Examining the lifespan of a single 
superhuman and tracing his passage from idealist to relativist, 
Carroll creates an utterly compelling narrative that ends all too 
soon. Experiencing an authentic emotional journey over years 
spent running and suffering, Brawn touches all the chords. Car-
roll introduces flaws at the right moments, making his giant 
blue man feel more real than many other protagonists in teen 
novels today. The moral absolutism of the first in the series 
(Super Human, 2010) makes a momentary reappearance, but in 
the most fitting of ways.

Readers beguiled with the Super Human trilogy can 
plunge immediately into the Quantum Prophecy trilogy, to 
which this has been a prequel. They will be glad they don’t 
have to wait. (Science fiction. 12 & up)
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“Carroll introduces flaws at the right  
moments, making his giant blue man feel more real  
than many other protagonists in teen novels today.”

from  stronger



NEW YORK, BABY
Chronicle Books
Illus. by Jenkins, Ward
Chronicle  (32 pp.) 
$12.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-4521-0619-9  

This frenzied stroller-level dash through 
the Big Apple is likely to leave even hardened tourists exhausted.

“The sun is up in N-Y-C. / Come and see the sights with 
me!” invites a tyke, done up in a retro cartoon style with eyes 
and mouth open wide. Jenkins wheels tour guide and viewers 
through “The Met,” catches a bus “downtown” to a deli, pops 
over to Times Square for a Lion King (unnamed but easily identi-
fiable) matinee and a visit to the Empire State Building, then it’s 

“Taxi, taxi! Go, GO, GO! / Time for dinner in Soho!” Simultane-
ously published, San Francisco, Baby! trucks another hyped-up 
toddler from “the Wharf ” to “the Haight” past a few recogniz-
able landmarks. Along with forcing rhymes and cadences, the 
nameless author shoehorns abbreviated references to sights 
and neighborhoods into the commentary that will mean little 
to nonresidents, particularly since neither volume includes a 
map to give the itineraries some coherence.

Too slight to serve either as guides for newbies or alter-
natives to keepsake/tributes like Robert Neubecker’s Wow! 
City! (2004) or M. Sasek’s This Is San Francisco (updated edi-
tion 2003). (Picture book. 3-5)

HOLLYWEIRD
Clark, Terri
Flux (240 pp.) 
$9.95 paperback  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-7387-1925-2  

A supernatural adventure and romance 
mixed with soul searching.

Seventeen-year-old Aly can’t believe 
her luck when winning a magazine con-
test whisks her, her best friend, Des, and 
her older sister, Missy, to Los Angeles to 

meet her hunky teen idol, Dakota Danvers. The girls are met in 
LA by Jameson, Dakota’s brooding-but-hot assistant and given 
the star treatment, including a photo shoot with Dakota—who 
turns out to be much more than meets the eye. He is, in fact, 
the son of Lucifer (yes, that Lucifer). Despite the girls’ first posi-
tive impressions of Hollywood, its shine quickly dims as they 
find themselves pawns in a battle that pits Heaven against Hell. 
The girls’ Hollywood adventure is rolled out in chapters alter-
nating between Aly’s voice, which is riddled with teen slang, and 
Jameson’s, which has a serious tone that adds believability to 
his early reveal that he is a fallen angel trying to get back into 
the good graces of his ethereal boss. Woven into the narrative 
are Aly’s feelings about her own faith, which has been heavily 
tested by her mother’s death two years before and her bumpy 
relationship with her sister. Despite heavy themes, though, it’s 
ultimately another piece of paranormal chick lit.

This modern twist on the fallen-angel tale won’t drive 
any tourists to Hollywood. (Paranormal romance. 12 & up)

ALEX AND THE AMAZING 
TIME MACHINE
Cohen, Rich
Illus. by Murphy, Kelly
Christy Ottaviano/Henry Holt (176 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 8, 2012
978-0-8050-9418-3  

An enterprising young inventor goes 
to extraordinary lengths to rescue his 
kidnapped brother.

With a little luck, some duct tape, mirrors, a laser pointer 
and an iPod, fifth-grader Alex Trumble is going to turn back the 
clock and save his brother, who seems to have literally disap-
peared into thin air along with his kidnappers. Fortunately, Alex 
is a genius obsessed with breaking the time barrier and seri-
ously well read on the subject. His brother’s kidnapping is the 
catalyst that propels Alex into action. Failure is not an option. 
In his first novel for children, Cohen sets the stage for a rol-
licking time-travel adventure, but in the end, much like Alex’s 
first few attempts at building a time machine, the story falls flat. 
Though there are a few suspenseful moments, as when thugs 
Carl and Little Davy corner Alex and question him about the 
whereabouts of the “dingus,” they are too few and far between. 
The third-person narration gets bogged down in the logistics 
of time travel and time-machine construction, leaving readers 
distanced from the fear and emotion that drive Alex. Addition-
ally, in the absence of a ransom or a glimpse of his conditions in 
captivity, it’s difficult for readers to work up a sense of urgency 
about Steven’s kidnapping.

This emotional disconnect makes Alex’s adventure a 
little less than amazing. (Science fiction. 8-12)

MONTY AND MILLI
Corderoy, Tracey
Illus. by Warnes, Tim
Good Books (26 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-1-56148-742-4  

Little sisters can be annoying, but 
would you really like them to disappear?

Little Monty the mouse likes to read, and paint, and pre-
tend to be a dragon. And everything he does, his sister Milli 
does, too! She even imitates his fearsome dragon roar. Monty’s 
latest interest is magic, and he patiently explains to Milli that 
his new magic set “is meant just for one.” But Milli wants to play, 
too. Unfortunately, she makes a mess of Monty’s vanishing trick, 
then rips his instruction manual when she tries to master a card 
trick. Monty screams that he wishes she’d turn into a warty toad 
and disappear. Milli runs away in tears. For the rest of the day, 
Monty practices by himself, and it’s fun... for a while. But he 

“Despite heavy themes… it’s
ultimately another piece of paranormal chick lit.”

from  hollyweird
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gets worried when Milli’s not at the dinner table; did his wish 
really turn her into a toad?! Monty starts to cry, then Milli pops 
up out of her hiding place at just the right moment for a sibling 
reconciliation and a collaborative attempt at magic. The book’s 
final two-page spread delivers a rollicking (and embossed) sur-
prise. Corderoy’s lesson is solid, but the story scrimps on the 
crucial middle. Warnes’ friendly mice nicely pitch the story to a 
younger audience, and they have a gently astringent feel missing 
from much of his often-sentimental work. 

Cute but slight. (Picture book. 3-5)

THE VICIOUS DEEP
Córdova, Zoraida 
Sourcebooks Fire (384 pp.) 
$9.99 paperback  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-4022-6510-5  

Another mermaid book joins the flood.
Tristan Hart “was born at sea.” It’s no 

wonder he is the star of the high-school 
swim team and a Coney Island lifeguard. 
But while Tristan always prided himself 
on swimming like a fish, he never imag-

ined he’d become one. When a rescue attempt in stormy seas 
nearly robs Tristan of his life and leaves him with some unex-
pected physical side effects, the truth shakes Tristan to the very 
last scale of his newly sprouted fishtail. Son of a human father 
and a mother whose distress over their son’s transformation 
never feels truly genuine, Tristan discovers he is heir to the Sea 
King’s throne and must compete in a tournament to lay claim 
to the kingdom. With his best friend and secret love, Layla, and 
his mer-guardians, Kurt and Thalia, by his side, Tristan battles 
creatures from the deep on land, at sea and in his own mind. 
Herein lies one of the novel’s greatest problems. Despite the 
alluring title, the creatures in this story, with the exception of 
one particularly scary excommunicated mermaid, simply aren’t 
that vicious. In fact, their descriptions—like the small, round 
half-man, half–blow fish—seem more suited to one of the origi-
nal Star Wars movies than contemporary teen fiction.

Neither vicious nor deep, the novel is mildly entertain-
ing and will likely appeal most to dedicated mer-fans. (Para-
normal romance. 14 & up)

CHEESIE MACK IS   
COOL IN A DUEL
Cotler, Steve
Illus. by McCauley, Adam
Random House  (240 pp.) 
$15.99  |  $10.99 e-book  |  PLB $18.99
Jun. 26, 2012
978-0-375-86438-4
978-0-375-89571-5 e-book
978-0-375-96438-1 PLB  

Can Cheesie Mack keep his cool and 
survive a summer in the Big Guys’ cabin?

At the close of Cheesie Mack Is Not a Genius or Anything (2011), 
soon-to-be–sixth-grader Ronald “Cheesie” Mack and his best 
friend Georgie secured the funds to go to summer camp on Buf-
flehead Lake in Maine. Days later, the duo climbs aboard a bus 
and head off to Camp Windward. Unfortunately Cheesie’s older 
sister, June, a.k.a. Goon, will be none too far away at Camp Lee-
ward. When they arrive, their misfortune is compounded when 
their late registration results in both boys being stuck in a cabin 
with the older guys… including Kevin, the Goon’s boyfriend. 
When Kevin gives Cheesie a hard time once too often, Cheesie 
suggests a Cool Duel. Each night the boys in the cabin will vote 
on who did the coolest thing; in a week, the loser will have to 
embarrass himself in front of the whole camp by bowing to 
the winner. Can Cheesie prevail and still have fun at the camp 
he worked so hard to attend? Cotler’s second in the funny and 
(sneakily) educational Cheesie Mack series is summer-camp 
fiction and interactive fiction perfected. Periodically through-
out the text, Cheesie directs readers to his website to answer 
questions or offer opinions, many of which are commented on 
by Cheesie himself. These interactions are a lagniappe; readers 
without access to the Internet can enjoy the book thoroughly 
without it. McCauley’s black-and-white spot illustrations are 
just icing on the cake.

The promise of volume three on the way will have read-
ers cheering. Wind-WHOOP! (Fiction. 9-12)

RIESE
Kingdom Falling
Cox, Greg
Simon & Schuster  (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 12, 2012
978-1-4424-269-7  

A reluctant princess has misgivings 
about her kingdom’s new allies as war 
approaches the peaceful kingdom of Eleysia. 

In a prequel to the Web and SyFy 
Network steampunk adventure of the 

same name, 15-year-old Riese, next in line for the throne of 
Eleysia, balks at the role of pretty princess. She would rather 
be in combat. As war with Nixe looms, she may get her chance 
to fight. She does not trust either her mother’s cousin Amara 
or Herrick, emissary of the upstart “religion” The Sect, which 
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is offering to assist Eleysia. A secret dalliance with an apoth-
ecary’s apprentice named Micah, who isn’t what or who he 
claims to be, while disguised as a servant girl adds to Riese’s 
adventure and her problems as war and treachery come to a 
head. A veteran writer of licensed properties, Cox (working 
from a concept by series creators Ryan Copple and Kaleena 
Kiff) does an excellent job telling an entertaining tale with a 
known, less-than-happy conclusion by enclosing it within an 
envelope set in the TV series’ present. An interesting world 
and exciting conflicts make up for some predictable character-
izations. Boy-girl liplock in the altogether and some graphic 
battles may raise the lower end of the appropriate audience 
higher than the publisher’s stated 12, but this is definitely a 
treat for teen and adult fans of the show. 

Game of Thrones–lite powered by steam. (Fantasy. 14 & up)

THE TAMING OF LILAH MAY
Curtis, Vanessa
Frances Lincoln  (192 pp.) 
$8.99 paperback  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-84780-149-4  

In this British import, Lilah May 
has major anger-management issues, but 
perhaps she’s come by them honestly.

Lilah used to be a mild, sweet-natured 
child who shared a loving relationship 
with her older brother, Jay, and appeared 

destined to never present a problem to anyone. Now, at 15, she 
dresses mostly in black, tells off teachers regularly enough to 
make her classmates groan and responds to almost every over-
ture of help with uncontrollable rage. She gradually reveals the 
source of her unpleasant metamorphosis: Jay ran away two years 
ago, after she told their parents a secret about his deteriorat-
ing behavior. He hasn’t been seen since and may well be dead. 
She feels total responsibility, and though it’s quite clear to read-
ers that the problem was always his alone, her obvious pain is 
believable. Lilah shows plenty of insight into her behavior but, 
annoyingly, seems more willing to wallow in dysfunction than 
try to change. Only her best friend Bindi’s growing problems 
and some hints about Jay’s situation help her begin to resolve 
her issues. Bindi’s coming crisis neatly sets up the sequel, but it 
also helps to slide this effort further toward soap-opera status.

While reading the book is a bit like watching a train 
wreck, readers may stick with it just to discover what’s hap-
pened to Lilah’s brother. (Fiction. 12 & up)

NO MORE KISSES  
FOR BERNARD!
Daly, Niki
Illus. by Daly, Niki
Frances Lincoln  (28 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-84780-105-0  

Four squeaky, sticky, sneaky and smoochy aunts are too, too 
much for birthday boy Bernard.

Everyone loves the boy to bits, but the aunts with their uber-
affection lead him to open rebellion. Alas, not even donning a 
Spiderman outfit with helmet and sword saves him on his big 
day. Aunt Tallulah flips the visor and plants a “fat, smudgy one 
right on his nose!” Chastised by the other aunts, she apologizes, 
sort of, by asking for “a little huggles.” The saddened aunts do 
come up with a solution when the aforementioned Tallulah 
offers a paper kiss, leading to an afternoon of craft activities. 
Bernard has an artistic bent and is well equipped with glitter 
and glue. Still, the aunts have not destroyed his sweet nature. At 
bedtime, he gives his parents “a nice-and-simple / peck-on-the 
dimple.” Veteran author and illustrator Daly uses cartoon-style 
digital art to illustrate his diverse family assembly and one very 
appealing dachshund. He also pays homage to modern artists by 
displaying an interesting assortment of paintings on the white 
walls. A big, bold type highlights Bernard’s objections, while 
speech bubbles underscore the aunts’ exhortations.

An amusing look at a childhood dilemma, nicely resolved. 
(Picture book. 3-8)

LIA’S GUIDE TO   
WINNING  
THE LOTTERY
David, Keren
Frances Lincoln  (352 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-84780-331-3  

Lia Latimer is more than ready to 
take her future in her own hands when 
she wins eight million pounds in the lot-
tery. She’ll drop out of school, buy a flat, 
leave her annoying family behind. What 

could go wrong?
Plenty, of course, and watching it unfold in this astringent, 

insightful satire is a major treat. Her father’s struggling bakery 
needs a cash infusion; her mother would like a boob job; sis-
ter Natasha longs for singing lessons. Jack (the winning ticket 
was his 16th-birthday present to Lia) wants an Italian motor 
bike; his mother demands half Lia’s winnings. Some seek sup-
port for worthy causes, but unlike Shazia, who won’t let Lia give 
her anything (Islam rejects gambling), most classmates expect 
presents. Financing their shopping spree (£7,000) doesn’t pre-
vent a Facebook-fueled anti-Lia movement. Her romance with 
mysterious, gorgeous Raf is a bright spot—unless he’s just after 
her winnings. Lia (self-centered control freak, yes, but smart, 
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honest and likable) makes a refreshingly assertive heroine for 
affluenza-ridden times, discovering that too many choices can 
be almost as immobilizing as having none. The text is peppered 
with British terms and cultural references, but readers raised on 
Harry Potter should have no problems.

Tart, funny and fast-moving, with a touch of rueful 
realism and a lot of heart. (Fiction. 12 & up)

TEMPEST UNLEASHED
Deebs, Tracy
Walker  (400 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 5, 2012
978-08027-2830-2 
Series: Tempest (Deebs), 2 

Deebs’ half-human mermaid prin-
cess fights the evil sea witch and juggles 
boyfriends in this continuation of the 
Tempest series.

In this first sequel, Tempest misses 
her family and longs to visit her home on land. She worries that 
her selkie-prince boyfriend, Kona, won’t be allowed to marry 
her. Meanwhile the war with the powerful witch Tiamat heats 
up, with Tempest prophesied to be the only one who can defeat 
her. Tempest goes home and meets her old boyfriend, Mark, 
reviving her interest in him. When her little brother lies near 
death, however, it’s Kona who saves the day. Returning to the 
sea, Tempest at last must use a newfound power to battle the sea 
witch. The overdone romance plot matches the overdone sus-
pense plot, with Tempest equally drawn to both boys, each with 
the ability to kiss her into instant ecstasy. Deebs frequently 
resorts to italics for emphasis and doesn’t trouble herself to 
achieve any semblance of realism. Tempest can bounce back 
into a strenuous physical fight even after losing half her blood 
less than a day earlier. When Tempest has lost her bikini bot-
toms (necessary when she switches from tail to legs), Kona just 
happens to have some handy. It’s all standard stuff.

For fans only. (Paranormal romance. 12 & up)

THE MANY FACES  
OF MAX / LAS MUCHAS 
CARAS DE MAX
Del Monte, Katherine
Illus. by Arena, Susan
Lectura (24 pp.) 
$8.95 paperback  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-60448-025-2  

A gentle, extremely simple story shows 
various emotions experienced by a beloved family pet, with paral-
lel texts in English and Spanish.

Max is a large, tan dog with darker brown markings, well 
loved by the little girl and boy who own him. Each page of the 
story focuses on a different feeling or action voiced briefly by 
the dog, with each emotion reflected on his expressive face. He 

feels silly, laughs with his friends, cries when he is hurt and is 
joyful when his family returns. Young children who are becom-
ing aware of their own emotions and the feelings of others will 
learn the words that describe their own emotions as they fol-
low Max through his day, with a feel-good ending showing how 
much he is loved. Bold illustrations in a naive, childlike style 
use broad brushstrokes, with a close focus showing the texture 
of the paint and canvas. The simplicity of the story, engaging 
illustrations and dual English/Spanish text offer a wide range of 
uses for this attractive offering. Bilingual classrooms, libraries 
and beginning Spanish classes will all find a place for Max and 
his spectrum of feelings.

“Max is always loveable. / Max siempre es muy simpático.” 
(Bilingual picture book. 2-8)

BINK & GOLLIE
Two for One
DiCamillo, Kate & McGhee, Alison
Illus. by Fucile, Tony
Candlewick (96 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-0-7636-3361-5  

Winsome duo Bink and Gollie are 
back, this time zipping through a day at 
the state fair (Bink & Gollie, 2010).

Messy-mopped Bink goes immediately to the Whack-a-
Duck game. After all, the prize is the world’s largest donut. In 
a brilliant spread that shows every step of her comical windup, 
Bink’s pitch explodes with energy. She is endearingly hope-
ful, but … not exactly on target. The next chapter is Gollie’s 
turn to shine. She enters the talent show with stars in her eyes. 
But when she opens her mouth on stage, nothing comes out—
though her expressions are priceless. Luckily there is a much 
more forgiving audience right around the corner. The last story 
showcases Bink and Gollie together. Madame Prunely tells 
them their fortune. (“Destiny?” asks Bink. “Is it a ride?” / “In a 
manner of speaking,” replies Gollie.) However, these two best 
friends don’t need to hear much about their future. They have 
each other and that’s all that matters. It’s difficult to match the 
exuberance of first meeting (or reading) this winning pair, but 
Bink and Gollie’s second adventure won’t disappoint. Utterly 
chuckle-worthy, charming and (thank goodness) still refreshing.

Friendships can be tricky to navigate, but if youngsters 
find half of the joy and loyalty of this pair, they’ll be set. 
(Early reader. 6-8)
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“… Bink and Gollie’s second adventure  
won’t disappoint. Utterly chuckle-worthy, charming  

and (thank goodness) still refreshing.”
from  bink & gollie



SOMETHING LIKE NORMAL
Doller, Trish
Bloomsbury  (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 19, 2012
978-1-59990-844-1  

An affecting look at the experience 
of one teen soldier’s experience on leave 
from Afghanistan.

Travis is trying hard to pretend 
everything is normal, but there’s nothing 
normal about this little chunk of life at 

his former home in Florida. His girlfriend is now sleeping with 
his little brother, a smug, self-interested bastard. His friends 
don’t understand why he can’t just slide back into his stupid pre-
Afghanistan life. His mother worries nonstop. The only thing 
that’s normal is that his father, an ex–football player who bul-
lied Travis mercilessly into playing the game, still seems to hate 
his guts. At least when he was with his unit, they all understood 
how their shared hellish experience has affected them. An 
unlikely encounter with Harper, a girl he humiliated in middle 
school, gives him a sense that, maybe, a normal life might be 
something he can shoot for. Travis’ present-tense narration puts 
readers directly into his uneasy psyche; he only gradually reveals 
to himself as well as readers the extent of the damage he has 
taken in the desert. If the growing relationship between Travis 
and Harper seems too good to last and the sudden stiffening of 
his mother’s spine unlikely, readers will be so invested in Travis’ 
poor, shattered soul they will forgive narrative convenience.

At its heart, this too-timely novel is purely honest. (Fic-
tion. 14 & up)

THE WORLD IN  
YOUR LUNCH BOX
The Wacky History  
and Weird Science  
of Everyday Foods
Eamer, Claire
Illus. by Boothroyd, Sa
Annick Press  (128 pp.) 
$22.95  |  paper $14.95  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-55451-393-2
978-1-55451-392-5 paperback  

A week of lunches provides the menu for this exploration 
of food history and food science—from brown-bag specials to 
a perfect picnic.

“[E]verything’s interesting if you take the time to learn about 
it,” says the cooking teacher, who challenges his students to keep 
a record of their lunches and research their backgrounds. This 
engaging effort proves his point. Eamer captures readers’ atten-
tion with a satisfyingly gross account of a pair of Yukon travelers 
who survived on boiled and roasted sealskin-and–walrus-hide 
boots. After that, ham sandwiches, macaroni, hot dogs, egg 
salad, pizza, peanut-butter–and-banana spirals and fried chicken 
seem comfortingly familiar. The lunches described are usually 

well-balanced. From each, the author has chosen a selection of 
ingredients, providing examples of their use in history and offer-
ing appropriate science connections. Most topics are covered in 
a single page, enhanced by humorous, cartoon-styled drawings 
reminiscent of Quentin Blake, lively layout and plenty of color. 

“Lunch laughs”—corny jokes—add to the entertainment. The 
authorial tone is light, but there is a surprising amount of nour-
ishment here. Ten favorite food facts conclude the narrative, but 
there are also suggestions for further reading, an extensive bibli-
ography and even an index, making this useful for research as well.

Delicious and nutritious. (Nonfiction. 9-15)

GORILLA
Eszterhas, Suzi
Illus. by Eszterhas, Suzi
Frances Lincoln  (28 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-84780-299-6 
Series: Eye on the Wild,  

Phenomenal photography, some solid 
facts and the ever-popular topic of baby animals combine to make 
the kick-off of Eszterhas’ Eye on the Wild series an auspicious one.

The text follows a newborn gorilla from birth to age 6, the 
age of maturity, although the majority focuses on her first two 
years of life. From nestling in her mother’s arms and napping to 
sucking her thumb and drinking her mother’s milk, the activities 
of the baby gorilla are sure to bring to readers’ minds the care 
of a newborn human. Eszterhas strengthens this connection by 
slightly anthropomorphizing the actions, feelings and intentions 
of her subjects: “Sitting on Mom’s head gives her a great view and 
is good fun, too…. One of the baby gorilla’s favorite games is pig-
gyback riding, cruising around on Mom’s back.” Short paragraphs 
and easy vocabulary make this accessible to children in the early 
grades, while the photos will enthrall all audiences. Known for 
her work with newborn animals, wildlife photographer Eszter-
has makes good on her reputation. Readers are treated to amaz-
ing views of the baby gorilla, her family and her natural habitat. 
Backmatter offers children more facts about gorillas, along with a 
website for more information. Publishing concurrently is Cheetah, 
while Brown Bear and Lion will follow in August. 

A solid start to a new series. (Nonfiction. 4-8)

SMALL BUNNY’S  
BLUE BLANKET
Feeney, Tatyana
Illus. by Feeney, Tatyana
Knopf  (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  PLB $19.99  |  Jun. 12, 2012
978-0-375-87087-3
978-0-375-97087-0 PLB  

Remember clutching that beloved childhood object to your 
chest? Closing your eyes to breathe in a smell as familiar as your own 
skin, readying yourself for the steepest slide or the darkest night?

“Travis’ present-tense narration puts readers directly  
into his uneasy psyche; he only gradually reveals to himself as well 

as readers the extent of the damage he has taken in the desert.”
from  something like normal
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Small Bunny finds just this kind of comfort in his blue 
blanket, soft with wear and dirt, but he worries some of its 
threadbare magic will wash away when mother does laundry. 
Appealingly elemental line drawings aptly describe a straight-
forward story about a child’s simple love of a singularly special 
possession. Hints of pink highlight Small Bunny’s ears and cot-
ton tail, sweetening and softening the nearly colorless pictures 
of the boxy-bodied rabbit with dot eyes. Faint blue watercol-
ors accent specifics in his surroundings (an apron, a swing seat, 
water in the tub) and orient readers to the tiniest corners of his 
world. Small Bunny’s blanket, appropriately, anchors every page. 
Trailing behind him on the swing or tucked under his bottom 
in front of the easel, it’s the only swath of color, assuming new 
shapes and undulating with watery blues and rippling collage 
work. Feeney’s winsome illustrations benefit from ample white 
space, which somehow endows each scene with earnest, emo-
tional weight. Her words, succinct and spot-on, appear in well-
spaced lettering (irregularly colored blue by hand) and float on 
the wide white backdrop.

Unfettered, fresh illustrations communicate a child’s 
bottomless love for a treasured possession. (Picture book. 2-5)

SIGNED BY: ZELDA
Feiffer, Kate
Paula Wiseman/Simon  
& Schuster (240 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-4424-3331-1  

In a New York City apartment build-
ing, two lonely children, a pie-baking 
grandmother and a talking pigeon con-
nect in this gratifying mystery.

Eleven-year-old Nicky has mostly 
stayed in his room ever since his mother moved to India two 
years ago, and his “Time-Out Average” has spiked to .750. One 
floor below, Indian-American Lucy, also 11, a budding forensic 
scientist and graphologist interested in the study of handwriting, 
has just moved to the city. Although she’s been unlucky making 
new friends and gathering more samples for her handwriting 
journal, she’s reluctant to get to know Nicky. But when the resi-
dent talking pigeon intervenes, Lucy soon finds herself putting 
her sleuthing skills to the test to help Nicky find his missing 
Grandma Zelda, who never leaves her apartment (only one floor 
above). Believing “you are what you write,” Lucy offers witty writ-
ing rules (e.g., “Life changes lead to letter changes”), which guide 
the suspense. Simulated writing samples and actual signatures 
of such notable individuals from history as Eleanor Roosevelt, 
Al Capone and, of course, John Hancock, fuel Lucy’s forensic 
applications. When Nicky’s father becomes a prime suspect, his 
grandmother’s disappearance also becomes a moral dilemma.

A quick and steady story for readers who like some sub-
stance to their mystery but are not quite ready for the com-
plexity of Blue Balliett. (author’s note) (Mystery. 8-12)

THE WRATH OF ZOZIMOS
Ford, Christopher
Illus. by Ford, Christopher
Philomel (224 pp.) 
$12.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-399-25427-7 
Series: Stickman Odyssey, 2 

This graphic novel is an epic at the 
speed of a flipbook.

Stick figures are easy to draw. Even 
when hundreds of soldiers are massed 

around the city of Sticatha, they’re all just circles and lines. The 
Stickman Odyssey books seem to be based around an obvious 
joke: Epic quests and fervent romances are acted out by char-
acters with dots for eyes. That would explain the hectic pace. If 
the adventures are never more serious than a Warner Brothers 
cartoon, that’s OK. Zozimos can be fighting a giant boar god on 
one page, then wandering the desert, then—somehow—turn 
into a goat. But this book has actual themes: Zozimos has to 
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learn to control his anger and balance his desires for peace and 
war. And stick figures aren’t good with themes. Their little dot-
ted eyes can convey only so much emotion. The nuances might 
come through if Ford slowed down the action from time to 
time. There’s a late scene where two characters, sailing a war-
ship across the ocean, just stop and talk about their love lives. 
It’s a touching moment, one of the few in the book. Thrilling as 
the story is, when Zozimos says, “There’s always another adven-
ture!” it begins to sound like a bit of a threat.

The jokes are funnier than in volume one, but readers 
may wish there were more space between them. (Graphic 
adventure. 11-14)

THE HUNT
Fukuda, Andrew
St. Martin’s Griffin  (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-250-00514-4  

If the world is full of vampires, how 
do the humans survive?

Gene’s a heper: one of the disgust-
ing endangered species that sweats, can’t 
see in the dark and don’t have fangs. He’s 
lived this long by disguising himself as a 

real person, never smiling or laughing or napping where he can 
be seen; gobbling bloody raw meat with his classmates; showing 
a stoic, expressionless face at all times. Appearing emotionless 
is trickier than usual when the nation announces a Heper Hunt. 
Every citizen of the nation will be entered into a lottery, and a 
lucky few will be selected to hunt the last remaining hepers to 
the death. When Gene is selected (of course Gene is selected), 
he’s terrified: Training with the other lottery winners at the 
Heper Institute, he’ll have no opportunity to scrub off the 
sweat, body hair, plaque and other evidence of his vile human 
nature. If the vampires realize there is a human among them, 
he’ll be torn to pieces before he can blink. Luckily, Gene seems 
to have an unlikely ally at the Institute: Ashley June, a classmate 
of his who has secrets of her own. While the worldbuilding is 
thin and frequently nonsensical, this grotesque and bloody con-
struction of a vampire world will appeal to readers who’ve been 
craving gore over romance with their vampires. Perhaps the 
sequel will bring the illogical parts together.

An attempted twist on The Hunger Games. (Paranormal adven-
ture. 13-15)

NOW  
Gleitzman, Morris
Henry Holt  (192 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 5, 2012
978-0-8050-9378-0  

Once and Then (2010, 2011) blend into 
Now in today’s Australia as Dr. Felix 
Salinger, 80, relates his childhood and 
shows his present to his 11-year-old 
granddaughter, narrator Zelda.

What occurs in their todays smoothly 
links the old story of Felix’s horrific child-

hood in Nazi-controlled Poland with sometimes-happy, some-
times-unpleasant events in a small bush town. The girl is staying 
with Felix because her physician parents are in Darfur to help its 
people through a modern genocidal catastrophe. Local girls bully 
Zelda in the opening scene, and readers should be shocked and 
frightened by this experience. When Felix meets the bullies, in 
his anger he says, “Don’t you know anything?”—a sharp echo of 
the very young Zelda of decades ago. Today’s Zelda is named for 
her, but it is a weight, since the girl of the present feels she can-
not live up to that other, long-dead girl, hanged by the Germans 
for an act of defiance that allowed Felix to escape the noose. A 
bush fire of horrendous size, fury and speed tests the mettle of 
the two, and Gleitzman’s description of it is brilliant in its real-
ism. Readers of the first two books will recognize a great deal, and 
those who have not should read them to gain a fuller picture of 
the years before and those in which we live. 

A fine, taut novel full of understanding. (author’s note) 
(Historical fiction. 9-12)

DOG IN CHARGE
Going, K.L.
Illus. by Santat, Dan
Dial  (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 10, 2012
978-0-8037-3479-1  

Printz Honor–winner Going turns 
from teens and preteens to preschoolers 
in her picture-book debut.

When his family goes shopping, a much-loved bulldog is told, 
“‘Watch the cats, and make sure they don’t get in any mischief.’” 
Uh-oh: Five cats rapidly wreak havoc, spilling milk, breaking 
flowerpots and toppling books. Dog, exhausted from chasing 
the elusive, wily felines, gets into some mischief himself: The bag 
of cat treats he’d intended to use to induce good kitty behavior 
proves just too tempting. After he devours it and falls asleep on 
the messy kitchen floor, the cats team up to tidy the joint, room 
by room, and the family arrives home none the wiser. Going’s 
text is deadpan: Her Dog means well in attempting to apply to 
the willful cats the same sort of reward-oriented discipline that 
guides his life. Santat’s kid-pleasing pictures, with frequent inset 
panels, thought bubbles and plenty of visual play-by-play, evoke 
children’s animated cartoons. (He created Disney’s TV cartoon 
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The Replacements.) Some 50 depictions of Dog (excluding funny 
endpapers that showcase a dozen of his most evocative facial 
expressions), convey the temporary chaos broadly yet thoroughly. 
Dog’s bewilderment at his returning owner’s praise morphs into 
a look of rapt delight as five treats come his way: doggily spot-on.

A rollicking romp. (Picture book. 3-6)

CATTY JANE WHO  
HATED THE RAIN
Gorbachev, Valeri
Illus. by Gorbachev, Valeri
Boyds Mills  (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-1-59078-700-7  

Is there anything good about a rainy day?
Catty Jane hates the rain. She thinks 

nothing will cheer her up once it starts raining. Mama offers 
to read her a book, to play a game with her... Mama even offers 
fresh-baked cookies! Nothing makes Catty Jane smile. Her 
friends Piggy, Froggy and Goose all tell her what they love 
about the rain. Piggy loves her bright umbrella. Froggy loves 
the raindrops splashing in the river. Goose is not even afraid 
of thunderstorms! Catty Jane remains adamant in her dislike 
of downpours... especially when there is thunder and light-
ning. Only a party with cookies, music and dancing takes her 
mind off the storm until the sun comes out. She still hates get-
ting wet, but she loves a party! Gorbachev’s signature scratchy 
watercolor-and-ink style is ideal for depicting a gray, rainy day. 
Jane and all her animal buddies are wide-eyed and expressive, 
making this tale of dislikes and fear appealingly friendly. Even 
the most dedicated hater of drippy days will be cheered by the 
concerted efforts of Catty Jane’s coterie of friends.

A good remedy for those rainy-day blues. (Picture book. 3-8)

REUNITED
Graham, Hilary Weisman
Simon & Schuster  (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 12, 2012
978-1-4424-3984-9  

Estranged best friends take a road 
trip to see a band concert at the end of 
senior year in a tired plot that fulfills all 
the promises of improbable events with 
the heart-warming ending readers have 
come to expect.

The car, a 1976 pea-green VW camper van that used to be a 
clubhouse in Alice’s backyard provides the means, with nerdy, 
organized Alice the glue to hold together bad-girl Tiernan and 
little-miss-popular Summer. The former friends, who used to call 
themselves A-Plus, Sunny-D and T-Bird, are making one last go 
of it. Their trip from Walford, Mass., to Austin, Texas, is charac-
terized, predictably, by madcap adventures and valuable discover-
ies—about Tiernan’s mother and Summer’s boyfriend—as well 

as romance for Alice. This is light fare with plenty of bickering 
and possibilities for romantic entanglements. Between chapters, 
readers find the fictional band’s song lyrics, which are hysterically 
pretentious. The book won one of two 2011 Book Launch Awards 
from the Society of Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators.

Road-trip fans won’t find this remarkably original, but 
it does satisfy all the typical requirements of the genre. (Fic-
tion. 12 & up)

MISTER DEATH’S   
BLUE-EYED GIRLS
Hahn, Mary Downing
Clarion  (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 17, 2012
978-0-547-76062-9  

The high-school year is almost over, 
there’s a party in the park and Mister 
Death will soon be there, rifle in hand.

It’s June 1956, and the kids in the 
park are dancing to Fats Domino, Chuck 

Berry, Little Richard and the Platters. Mister Death is there 
too, a boy in a tree, rifle in hand. Two girls, Cheryl and Bobbi Jo, 
never make it to school the next day, their bloody bodies found 
in the park where they were shot. Hahn’s well-constructed story 
traces the effects of a crime on everyone involved, including 
Buddy Novak, accused of a crime he didn’t commit. Multiple 
perspectives offer readers a chance to view the crime from vari-
ous angles. A third-person narration follows the machinations 
of Mister Death, while a first-person voice is perfect for devel-
oping narrator Nora Cunningham’s character, a 16-year-old girl 
full of questions and doubts, and who ultimately doesn’t believe 
the gossip mill that pins the blame on Buddy. Diary entries, let-
ters and first-person accounts from secondary characters add 
depth and sophistication to the tale, letting readers figure out 
for themselves what really happened.

An engrossing exploration of how a murder affects a 
community. (Historical thriller. 12 & up)

SO, YOU WANT TO  
BE A WRITER?
How to Write, Get  
Published, and  
Maybe Even Make It Big!
Hambleton, Vicki & Greenwood, Cathleen
Beyond Words/Simon Pulse/Simon & 
Schuster (192 pp.) 
$16.99  |  paper $9.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-58270-359-6
978-1-58270-353-4 paperback  

Soup-to-nuts overview on all aspects of developing a writ-
ing career, from picking a genre to publicizing a finished work.

The thing that sets Hambleton and Greenwood’s upbeat how-
to for aspiring young scribblers apart is its myriad interviews, not 
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only of established professionals such as Wendelin Van Draanen 
and Todd Strasser, but of young writers who may not be as familiar. 
Additionally, the authors sample some of these young wordsmiths’ 
work, which, although it stops the narrative flow, gives readers 
both a taste of their material and the feeling that this is something 
that’s achievable. The tone of the book is positive and self-help-y, 
but the advice is straightforward and practical. It includes quizzes, 
writing exercises to loosen up the brain and a handy section on fur-
ther resources as well as a (too) short glossary of terms that all pro-
fessional writers should know. Because it’s aimed at word slingers 
of all types of material and genres, some which the authors define 
and explain, the information is by necessity somewhat general and 
superficial, and writers seeking to work in specific genres will have 
to do further research.

Part instructional, part inspirational, this writing 
primer is a good first stop for budding young scribes. (Non-
fiction. 8-12)

A GUST OF GHOSTS
Harper, Suzanne
Greenwillow/HarperCollins  (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-0-06-199610-8 
Series: The Unseen World of Poppy 
Malone, 2 

Life is hard when you think like a sci-
entist and your parents are ghost hunters.

Graveyard visits are nothing new to 
Poppy Malone and her siblings—twin 

brother, older sister and 5-year-old brother. They’re accustomed 
to moving from one place to another as their parents attempt to 
document ghostly apparitions and other paranormal incidents. 
When Poppy unknowingly “invites” a troupe of ghosts into 
their house, she seizes the opportunity to capture them on film 
and save her parents’ grant funding from being cut off. But, how 
to get rid of them? The ghosts are stock characters: an older 
Shakespearean actor, a lone, heartbroken cowboy, two bossy 
women, a mischievous boy and even a dog. While the opening 
is chaotic and fairly predictable, hijinks ensue, and Poppy’s sci-
entific explanations add a touch of reality. Pale on characteriza-
tion, dependent on plot and urban myths, this “gust” is more of 
a light breeze.

Second in a preteen series of spooky stories, the lure 
of ghosts will attract readers, particularly those who have 
read the first one (A Gaggle of Goblins, 2010). (Fantasy. 8-12)

DOGS OF THE WORLD
Kit and Willy’s Ultimate 
Guidebooks to Everything
Helm, Zebedee
Illus. by Helm, Zebedee
Pucci/Trafalgar  (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-0956028433  

A little boy named Kit and his dachs-
hund Willy are the narrators of this 

seriously flawed British import written in the style of a child’s 
illustrated school report about dogs.

Kit wears a 10-gallon hat and declares that he is “a cowboy 
from Montana in the good ol’ USA.” A short text is combined 
with clever spot illustrations of Kit and Willy introducing 13 dif-
ferent dog breeds with hand-lettered labels and speech balloons 
(complete with corrected spelling errors). Problematic text 
and negative racial stereotyping are present in the narration 
and illustrations for two breeds. In the description of Afghan 
hounds, the text states that because of the war, “everyone is 
too busy fighting to take their Afghans for walks, so they feel 
quite sorry for themselves.” The illustration shows a character 
resembling a cartoon-style Native American shooting at Kit 
(in a tank) with a bow and arrow. The pages on Pekingese dogs 
include a stereotypical cartoon of an emperor with a conical 
hat and long pigtail as well as a cook chasing a dog with a meat 
cleaver. The text asserts that “some people in China eat dogs” 
so “if you are a Chinese dog then maybe you should think about 
moving anywhere else.”

Think about buying something else. (Picture book. 4-8)

FLIRTING IN ITALIAN
Henderson, Lauren
Delacorte  (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $10.99 e-book  |  PLB $20.99
Jun. 12, 2012
978-0-385-74135-4
978-0-375-98452-5 e-book
978-0-375-98999-5 PLB  

Child of Nordic/Scottish parents, 
Violet—short, dark, curvy—feels like 

one of a kind until she discovers her uncanny resemblance to 
the Italian girl depicted in a 1790 portrait.

Tracing the painting’s provenance to Castello di Vesperi 
in Tuscany, Violet wheedles her mother into sending her to 
Villa Barbiano, whose formidable owner, Catia, offers summer 
instruction in the Italian language, art and art history. Join-
ing Violet are working-class Kelly, another Brit, and two rich 
American girls: blonde Paige and African-American Kendra. 
Cultures clash, but strife recedes as the girls unite against the 
unspeakable Elisa, Catia’s daughter, in pursuit of hot Italian 
boys, beginning with Elisa’s brother, Leonardo. Violet sets her 
sights on handsome Luca, whose family owns Castello di Ves-
peri. The plot finally thickens halfway through, when Violet’s 
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resemblance to Luca’s family is discovered and their burgeoning 
romance interrupted by attempts on her life. Slapdash execu-
tion, an undisciplined, rambling style and often-senseless plot 
(why doesn’t plucky Violet simply ask her doting mother if she’s 
adopted?) mark this series opener from the author of the Scarlet 
Wakefield mysteries. Fortunately, Violet’s character eventually 
develops: Abandoning her generically breathless persona, Vio-
let morphs into a funny, caustic observer, comparing and con-
trasting teen cultures and mores—American, British, Italian.

For readers willing to abandon plot logic and go with 
the flow, there are compensations. (Mystery romance. 12 & up)

THE SCARY PLACES  
MAP BOOK
Seven Terrifying Tours
Hennessy, B.G.
Illus. by Madrid, Erwin
Candlewick  (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-0-7636-4541-0  

In the same vein as the author’s Once Upon a Time Map Book 
(1999 with foldouts; flat edition 2004), more map-reading prac-
tice in the guise of an ocean voyage and six tours of spooky land-
scapes or locales.

Hennessy starts by inviting armchair travelers to step aboard 
the Ghostly Galleon in a Mediterranean “Haunted Harbor” and 
later to join such tour guides as Gruesome Gus for a trip around 
the “Western Terror-tories,” and Hercules as he revisits the 
sites of selected labors in the “Land of Mythical Monsters.” 
For each expedition, the author lays out an itinerary with map 
coordinates in stages measured by “mermaid leagues,” “zombie 
miles” or like appropriate units. Readers can trace each route on 
uncluttered painted aerial or cutaway views that fill about two 
thirds of their spreads. These come with number/letter grids 
(in a lightweight typeface that makes it hard to distinguish a “1” 
from an “I”), compass roses, keys and large (superfluous) labels 
on major features—as well as various mermaids and monsters, 
plus tiny black cats or other not-exactly-concealed items to 
spot. Madrid’s digitally produced illustrations include full-page 

“close ups” that, for some reason, differ in detail from their cor-
responding iterations on the maps.

Not particularly challenging—nor, since the settings 
are conventional enough that even younger children will 
probably find them familiar, particularly scary either. (Pic-
ture book. 7-9)

NOTHING SPECIAL
Herbach, Geoff
Sourcebooks Fire  (304 pp.) 
$9.99 paperback  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-4022-6507-5  

Over the course of a cataclysmically 
awful trip, Felton Reinstein journals for 
his girlfriend about breakthroughs in his 
familial relationships.

Last year, at 15, nerdy Felton hit a 
growth spurt and became Stupid Fast 

(2011), a track star and a football star. This year, with his girl-
friend Aleah in Germany, Felton must deal with his fame and 
the possibility that his younger brother Andrew could be falling 
apart. Andrew has convinced their mother to let him go to band 
camp, but Felton discovers that Andrew, usually the sane mem-
ber of the family, has in fact run away to Florida. An impromptu 
road trip with erstwhile best friend Gus turns up surprising 
reasons for Andrew’s escape. Herbach’s sophomore effort is 
impenetrable to those who have not read his first, due to a com-
plete lack of character introductions. The conceit of telling the 
tale of the road trip while on a different trip is a convoluted 
one that buries the heart of this potentially touching tale in a 
flabby, confusing construct few readers will enjoy. Felton’s voice 
is frenetic, often annoyingly self-deprecating and repetitious; 
his fans are the only ones who need apply.

If Herbach had avoided playing narrative games and 
just run with his story, this might have been something spe-
cial. (Fiction. 12 & up)

SLITHER SLIDE,  
WHAT’S OUTSIDE?
Hilb, Nora; Shapiro, Simon &  
Shapiro, Sheryl
Illus. by Hilb, Nora
Annick Press  (32 pp.) 
$8.95 paperback  |  PLB $19.95
 May 1, 2012 
978-1-55451-386-4 
978-1-55451-387-1 PLB  

Similar to Hilb’s Wiggle Giggle Tickle Train (with co-author 
Sharon Jennings and photographer Marcela Cabezas Hilb, 
2009), this imaginative romp shows kids using nature to fuel 
their creative play through all the seasons of the year.

Left-hand pages feature beautiful stock photos of (mostly) 
nature that encompass the four seasons—a blossoming tree, 
rainfall, a growing pumpkin and a snowplow at work are among 
the 13. Right-hand pages showcase Hilb’s watercolors of chil-
dren patterning their play after nature. A photo of a frog appears 
opposite two children jumping over a log, a rainbow prompts a 
coloring session and some geese flying overhead lead the chil-
dren to use toy horns to copy their calls. But it is the addition of 
the Shapiros’ rollicking verses that truly make this an all-around 
enjoyable collaboration. The waterfall spread is a standout, the 
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With Step Gently Out,  the stunning first-
time collaboration between poet Helen Frost and 
nature photographer Rick Lieder, proponents of 
the odd separation of author from illustrator in 
children’s publishing are hereby put on notice. 
The marriage between word and image in this gor-
geous picture book melds one poem encouraging 
young readers to explore insect wonders of the 
natural world with breathtakingly intimate photo-
graphs captured  only with the aid of natural light. 
Its success is both organic and the result of Frost 
and Lieder’s creative union from their project’s 
inception. We had the privilege of speaking with 
these gifted artists together as they discussed the 
genesis of their lyric venture centered on bugs.

Q: What came first, the poem or the images?

RICK LIEDER: I think probably the images. Helen 
and I met at a book signing and talked about some 
of the work I’d been doing. I’d been focusing on 
nature photography, and I ended up sending her 
quite a few images, and she wrote a poem based on 
them. I took that and made a book dummy of it. 
 It was a true collaboration, and we went back 
and forth figuring what was going to go with what. 
It was great to work with someone who really 
understood what I was doing, and Helen’s poetry 
is so great. Eventually we came up with something 
where the words and pictures really came together, 
and you couldn’t think of one without the other.

HELEN FROST: Usually when the images come 
first, the illustrator illustrates them and the text 
serves like captions of the images. It wasn’t like 
that here. We worked closely together to ensure 
that one half of the book would enhance the other. 
Editors usually separate authors and illustrators, 
but we worked together from the beginning, and 
then our editor came into the process and was very 
respectful of that.
 Another part of the collaboration was I didn’t 
write from the photographs exactly. I looked at 
the photographs, and that sort of awakened in 
me the sense of an experience that I used to have. 
There may be a couple of exceptions, but I tried 
not to write about something I hadn’t experienced 
myself. So I would look for the insects and really 
observe closely what was in my backyard. Because 
Michigan and Indiana are relatively close, there 
are fairly similar insects here, and I would write 
from my own experience with Rick’s photographs 
kind of in the back of my mind, but it wasn’t like I 
was writing for each photograph. Almost always if 
I wanted to write something, Rick had something 
to go with the text.

Q: Are kids particularly well- or ill-suited to relate to insects?

HF: Well, I loved insects as a child. I got all kinds of 
props in my family because I was brave enough to 
pick up a spider or something. I collected insects 
when I was little, and I remember when I was 3 years 
old going to a museum—it must have been an ento-
mologist’s lab. I remember this huge room with cases 
and cases of insects, and I just loved that. I loved the 
word entomologist, and I would tell people that was 
what I was going to be when I grew up. That’s hilari-
ous because I probably loved the word as much as the 
insects. I don’t know. What do you think, Rick?

RL: I have always been interested in this. I think 
that if you just leave them alone, all children are 
drawn to this. When you’re young, everything is 
new. I really think that more children, if we just 
let them be children, would be fascinated with all 
this new, incredible life. Insects in particular are, in 
some cases, so different from us, but they’re also so 
fascinating in all their different forms that I think 
a child just left on his or her own would find the 
wonder there and be fascinated by the variety and 
the colors, the beauty of these small creatures. I 
think there’s a curiosity there that, for whatever 
reason, we lose as we get older. If we spark it in kids 
early, it will just get them more interested in what 
the world really is like. 

Q: Now Rick, do you choose your bugs, or do your bugs 
choose you?

RL: I would say they choose me. One of the things I 
was trying to do was go out without any preconceived 
notions of what I was going to do. I never know what 
I’m going to find—what insect, what creature. I’d say 
the same about photographing birds. So the fun part 
is just to go out, see what happens, and see what I can 
do with that once it presents itself. I might find an 
ant, a bee, a praying mantis…

HF: I live in Indiana, and Rick and his wife live near 
Detroit, and when we got the contracts for the 
book we were excited, so we met halfway between 
at a place on a lake. After dinner, we were walking 
around, and to me it was OK, this is a pretty sun-
set, and all of a sudden, I saw Rick zeroing in on a 
leaf, and there was a grasshopper. And then he just 
took a picture. It was fun to see him in action.

9
For the full interview, please visit kirkusreviews.com.

STEP GENTLY OUT
Helen Frost and 
photographs by  
Rick Lieder
Candlewick
(32 pp.)
$15.99
Mar. 13, 2012
978-0-7636-5601-0
Ages 2-5
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children pouring water from a large bucket into a smaller one on 
the ground: “Slosh from the big one / into the small. / Whoosh-
ing and sloshing—your own waterfall. / SPLASH!”  Rhythm 
and rhyme are spot-on, and the bouncy verses and onomatopo-
etic words are sure to catch and hold listeners’ attention. The 
combination of rhyme, simple vocabulary, bright colors, white 
backgrounds and simple details suits this beautifully for the 
preschool set. Hilb’s trademark style is definitely in evidence 
here—the pages are populated by adorable rosy-cheeked and 
ethnically diverse children engaged in the business of play.

Yet another spark for young imaginations. (Picture book. 2-5)

ONE FOR   
THE MURPHYS
Hunt, Lynda Mullaly
Nancy Paulsen Books  (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-399-25615-8  

Sent to a foster home after a beating 
from her stepfather, eighth-grader Carley 
Connors learns about a different kind of 
family life, first resisting and then resisting 
having to leave the loving, loyal Murphys.

Carley is a modern-day Gilly Hopkins, bright and strong, 
angry and deeply hurt. She’s torn between her love for her 
mother and her memory of the fight that sent her to the hos-
pital, when her mother caught and held her for her stepfather. 
Her foster-care placement is terrifying. Mr. Murphy, a fire chief, 
and his eldest son Daniel don’t even want her there, and Mrs. 
Murphy is just too nice. It is 4-year-old Michael Eric and his 
red-headed brother Adam who first break the ice. Slowly won 
over at home by the boys’ open affection and Mrs. Murphy’s 
patience and surprising understanding, Carley also finds a 
friend at school in the prickly, Wicked-obsessed Toni. The first-
person narration allows readers inside Carley’s head as she 
fights against both showing emotion and her growing pleasure 
in belonging to their world. There’s plenty of snappy dialogue as 
well. By the end of this poignant debut, readers will be applaud-
ing Carley’s strength even if they’re as unhappy as Carley is 
about the resolution.

A worthy addition to the foster-family shelf. (Fiction. 10-14)

EVERY COWGIRL  
LOVES A RODEO
Janni, Rebecca
Illus. by Avril, Lynne
Dial (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 24, 2012
978-0-8037-3734-1  

Giddy-up, bicycle girl!
This horse-loving cowgirl is quick 

with her pedals and getting ready to compete in a bike rodeo at 
the county fair. Reigning champ and neighborhood cowboy A.J. 

Pickett is sure to be competition, but Nellie Sue, resplendent in 
her girly cowgirl gear, just knows that she and her two-wheeled 
horse, Beauty, are going to win. Energetic, pink-strewn illustra-
tions with plenty of action show the heroine practicing and 
later attending the long-anticipated fair. The day itself is full of 
various delights, and Nellie Sue gets to pet the animals, sample 
the food and even take part in a pie-eating contest. Then it’s 
time for the rodeo to begin, and our heroine is up first! Will she 
win? When fate intervenes, Nellie Sue is stoic; for “even more 
than a blue ribbon, every cowgirl should have a badge of honor.” 
This paean to good sportsmanship and friendship is suspenseful, 
nicely paced and infused with exciting details that will appeal to 
both the princess and the tomboy sets.  

Terrific for cowgirls and bike riders everywhere. (Pic-
ture book. 4-7)

THE HUEYS IN  
THE NEW SWEATER
Jeffers, Oliver
Illus. by Jeffers, Oliver
Philomel  (32 pp.) 
$10.99  |  May 3, 2012
978-0-399-25767-4  

The clothes make the Huey in Jeffers’ 
picture-book ode to nonconformity.

In what promises to be the first in a series about the Hueys, 
little egg-shaped creatures with just lines for limbs, the cast of 
characters are indistinguishable from one another until a fellow 
named Rupert knits himself an orange sweater. The text plainly 
states that “most of the other Hueys were horrified!” when 
Huey strolls by in his jaunty new duds. And the subsequent line, 

“Rupert stood out like a sore thumb,” is delightfully understated, 
since his oval form wrapped up in an orange sweater looks 
rather sore-thumb–like. Then, another Huey named Gillespie 
decides that “being different was interesting,” and he knits him-
self a sweater just like Rupert’s. This gets the proverbial ball of 
yarn rolling, and, in scenes reminiscent of The Sneetches, soon 
many, many Hueys are knitting and donning identical orange 
sweaters in order to “be different too!”  In Jeffers’ expert hands, 
the message of respecting individuality comes through with a 
light touch as Rupert concludes the story by deciding to shake 
things up again as he dons a hat. “And that changed everything,” 
reads the closing text, with a page turn revealing a little parade 
of Hueys decked out in a broad array of different clothing, from 
feather boas to pirate hats.

A joyful take on a serious lesson. (Picture book. 3-6)
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RAGE OF LIONS
Jobling, Curtis
Viking  (448 pp.) 
$16.99Jun. 19, 2012
978-0-670-01389-0 
Series: Wereworld, 2 

The second episode in a series pro-
jected to run to at least six cranks up the 
stakes, the gore, the body count and the 
number of super-powered were-creatures 
as the kingdom of Westland is over-

whelmed by huge armies of invaders.
The cruel, depraved, deposed Lion King (take that, Dis-

ney) sits besieged in his tower, but his mad werelion son 
Lucas and wererat minion Vankaskan remain free—to kid-
nap werefox Lady Gretchen and sneak out through the sew-
ers of Highcliff. In pursuit goes werewolf/reluctant royal 
heir Drew and best buddy/romantic complication Whitley, 
unaware that they are heading straight into the claws of 
Catlord invaders led by Onyx, a gigantic werepanther. Fre-
quently punctuated with blood-spattered massacres and 
atrocities, the multi-threaded plot speeds its way to a pair of 
separate climactic battles. One leaves Drew’s allies scattered 
in flight, and the other puts Drew aboard a slave ship bound 
for a gladiatorial arena overseas.

Give Jobling a hand for crafting a sequel that’s even more 
lurid and action packed than the opener. (Fantasy. 12-15)

KEEPING THE CASTLE
Kindl, Patrice
Viking  (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 14, 2012
978-0-670-01438-5  

A romp of a Regency romance told 
through the discerning voice of a witty 
teenage beauty whose family needs her 
to marry for money.

Lovely Althea Crawley, 17, lives with 
her kind but clueless twice-widowed mother in Crooked Castle, 
a drafty white elephant perched precariously on the Yorkshire 
coast. Althea’s 4-year-old brother, who’s heir to the castle, and 
her self-centered older stepsisters, Prudence and Charity, round 
out the household. With few funds to make ends meet, Althea, 
unlike so many fictional heroines who go off on unlikely adven-
tures, accepts that she must marry for money. Prospects look up 
with the arrival to the neighborhood of handsome young Lord 
Boring. When Althea launches her campaign, described in mili-
tary terms, to secure his affections, not all goes as planned. As 
she pursues him, her occasional outspokenness raises a few eye-
brows but also attracts admiration from an unsuspected quarter. 
Kindl respects the conventions of the genre while also gently 
mocking it. Althea observes, for example, that their ancient 
butler, Greengages, correctly pronounces the name of neigh-
bor Doctor Haxhamptonshire as “Doctor Hamster.” Readers 

will enjoy Althea’s entertaining forays into the marriage market, 
secure in the belief that all will end well.

While the happy ending comes as no surprise, the path 
to it is funny as well as satisfying, with many nods to Jane 
Austen along the way. (Fiction. 13 & up)

SHADOW SPELL
King, Caro
Aladdin  (320 pp.) 
$15.99  |  paper $6.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-4424-2045-8
978-1-4424-3908-8 paperback  

A great deal of action is regularly 
stopped cold by explication, gory and 
funny parts and some delicious ideas in this 
confusing middle-grade fantasy, sequel to 
Seven Sorcerers (2011).

There is a lot to assimilate in this tale. Jibbit is a gargoyle 
with a good heart who is afraid of the ground. Skerridge is a 
rogue bogeyman. Strood of the Terrible House is busy raising 
an army of tiger-men out of disparate bodies and the ubiquitous 
crowsmorte vine. Ninevah Redstone is the plucky girl who may 
save this world, but not before many adventures, startling and 
icky brushes with torture and death and more twists and turns 
than might strictly speaking be necessary. Specialized vocabu-
lary abounds: There are the Quick, the Grimm and the Fabu-
lous (labels for, respectively, humans and two different types 
of nonhuman), the tombfolk and the skinkin. Words are capi-
talized portentously, and much dialogue is communicated in 
aggressive dialect that’s positively festooned with apostrophes. 
There are more dei ex machina than can be enumerated, and go 
round and round, and a lot of things end up where they started, 
only not exactly.

It is difficult to know where one is in the story or where 
the story is going, quite, but readers captivated by the humor 
or the horror may not care, as everything is (kind of) tied up 
in the end. (Fantasy. 10-14)

CRAZY DANGEROUS
Klavan, Andrew
Thomas Nelson  (352 pp.) 
$14.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-59554-793-4  

In this fast-paced but predictable 
thriller, a good kid who has fallen in with 
a bad crowd comes to the aid of a bullied 
schizophrenic girl.

Weary of the pressures of being a 
preacher’s kid, Sam falls in with a group 

of thuggish delinquents. When Sam witnesses Jennifer, a loner 
known for acting and speaking strangely, being bullied by some of 
his new circle, he intervenes and consequently invites their wrath. 
Jennifer has terrifying hallucinations involving demons, the devil 

“A romp of a Regency romance told  
through the discerning voice of a witty teenage beauty  

whose family needs her to marry for money.”
from  keeping the castle
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and death. Sam suspects that these visions may be the key to solv-
ing a mystery and prophecies of more terrible things to come, 
but it eventually becomes clear that Jennifer’s visions are of the 
organic variety. For a novel that is billed as religious teen fiction, 
religion is surprisingly peripheral to the story. There is a scene 
with Sam attending Sunday church service and another in which 
he seeks spiritual advice from his pastor father. Jennifer questions 
why God allows her to be tormented with her terrible visions.

In the end, this is a garden-variety, formulaic mystery 
thriller with religious window dressing. (Thriller. 12 & up)

LITTLE BO PEEP
Lamont, Priscilla
Illus. by Lamont, Priscilla
Frances Lincoln  (20 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-84780-154-8 
Series: Nursery Rhyme Crimes,  

Illustrator Lamont’s Nursery Rhyme 
Crimes series gets off to an uneven start. 

The device of retelling classic tales from another viewpoint 
is no longer new, but it remains popular. Here, the bored shep-
herding tyke struggles to teach her flock how to play hide and 
seek, only to later lose them because they have hidden them-
selves so well. Though the adults who have to search for them 
aren’t impressed at the trick, the sheep feel she was unjustly 
blamed. In the simultaneously publishing companion, Tom, Tom, 
the Piper’s Son, the pig tells the truth behind the lesser-known 
rhyme about a boy, a stolen pig and a beating. It seems the boy 
and the pig were fast friends, bonding over the boy’s piping and 
the pig’s “pongs.” But when the pig hears the word “bacon,” the 
boy steals him away to live in the forest. While there is nothing 
inherently wrong with Lamont’s stories, they don’t have much 
pizzazz either. Moreover, their appeal Stateside may be limited. 
A few British spellings (practised, pedalled, cos) and several 
rhymes that don’t work with American accents will trip readers 
up. “When we came out from where we were hid, / how sur-
prised they all were, to be sure. / But it seems that Bo Peep was 
sent home in disgrace— / you would think that she’d broken the 
law!” And although Lamont’s pen-and-watercolor illustrations 
amuse, they do not compensate for the books’ liabilities.

Fails to live up to the high standards already in place for 
alternative-POV classics. (Picture book. 4-6)

NO SAFETY IN NUMBERS
Lorentz, Dayna
Dial (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-8037-3873-7  

A nightmare scenario plays out in a 
shopping mall, and a group of very dif-
ferent teens must strategize to survive in 
this engrossing, if uneven thriller.

Reserved and sarcastic Marco is the 
first to suspect a problem when he arrives 

at the mall for work and finds a strange device near a ventilation 
shaft. Soon, Lexi, the computer-whiz daughter of a preoccupied 
senator, self-described drama nerd Shay and insecure jock Ryan 
find themselves trapped along with thousands of others when 
authorities lock the shopping center down. The third-person 
narration shifts focus among these four teens as the days go by. 
A sense of unease begins to grow, and its progressive build allows 
time for nuanced exploration of the main characters, including 
the set-up of a love triangle among three of them and the violent 
antics of Ryan’s self-entitled teammates. However, the docility 
of the masses extends too long to be entirely believable; even 
after a hazmat-suit–clad figure carries out Shay’s collapsed Nani, 
they fail to panic. “Amazing, the herd’s ability to forget the dis-
turbance of their peace,” thinks Marco, even as he understands 
that there is a lot the powers-that-be are not telling: “Grandma 
was in some serious shit—exactly what kind of shit was the mys-
tery in need of solving.”

A whopping and disturbing cliffhanger serves as the conclu-
sion. Readers will anxiously await the sequel. (Thriller. 14-18)

ZELDA THE VARIGOOSE
Loth, Sebastian
Translated by Wilson, David Henry
Illus. by Loth, Sebastian
NorthSouth  (32 pp.) 
 $16.95  |  Jun. 1, 2012 
978-0-7358-4076-8  

Fanciful new animals are introduced in pictures and simple poetry.
When is a goose not just a goose? When she’s crossed 

with another, unlikely animal. Or maybe Zelda’s just pretend-
ing. A clear overlay produces a fantastic new creature on each 
right-hand page, and a two-line verse on each left-hand page 
describes it: “GOOSEPHANT. If I caught a cold, then I sup-
pose / I’d need an hour to blow my nose.” Opposite, the yel-
low goose’s body and wing are clearly visible, with elephant legs, 
ears, tail and trunk overlaid. Readers then get the extra fun of 
pulling back the clear layer to reveal Zelda the goose beneath. 
There are 11 animals in all, including a Goosnail, Chamelegoose 
(whose verse is backgrounded by mottled green camouflage), 
Googiraffe, Goosey Bee (with a honeycomb background), 
Goosey Glowworm (“I’m not afraid to go out at night”), Goos-
quid (“I can squirt out clouds of ink. / Good to hide in—not 
to drink!”), Goosey Peacock, Ladybug Goose, Whalegoose, and 
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Butterfloose. Loth’s final two-page spread offers a nifty poetic 
lesson. Zelda can pretend to be all of these other creatures, but 
she’s always herself, and just what she wants to be. Loth’s mini-
mal illustrations are, as always, perfection, though invented 
animals (and their names) are hit-and-miss. Backgrounds nicely 
complement both verses and their matching creatures.

The accessibility of the text and the treat of revealing Zelda 
should especially delight the very young. (Picture book. 3-5)

MACHINES GO TO  
WORK IN THE CITY
Low, William
Illus. by Low, William
Henry Holt  (48 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 5, 2012
978-0-8050-9050-5  

Trains, planes, trucks and cranes and 
the people who make them work keep 

the city moving.
“Vroom” goes the garbage truck as it lumbers through town 

and finishes up at the landfill. The train’s brakes “pssssshhhhh” 
as it passes slowly by the track workers. A vacuum truck, a 
bucket truck, a tower crane, a baggage carrier and a passenger 
plane all do their heavy work with their dedicated and skilled 
operators and support workers. Maintaining and expanding 
upon the format he employed in his earlier work (Machines Go 
to Work, 2009), Low presents each vehicle, with an appropriate 
onomatopoetic sound, in two double-page spreads wherein a 
simply stated question is posed with the answer appearing on a 
gate-fold that enlarges the view even further. The machines and 
workers are sharply focused, large-scaled, detailed and brightly 
hued, while the city backgrounds are more subtly imagined in 
softer shades of yellows, purples and browns. When the busy 
day ends, the plane takes off and soars over a sunset-drenched 
New York City as nighttime lights begin to twinkle. In an 
addendum, carefully labeled, smaller-scaled versions of the 
machines appear with further information in more sophisti-
cated language, a welcome aid to parents in answering the inevi-
table detail-seeking questions.

Young readers who love these powerful machines will 
find endless fascination here. (Informational picture book. 3-8)

I SEE THE WORLD /  
YO VEO EL MUNDO
Luna, Tom
Illus. by Song, Christina
Lectura  (24 pp.) 
$8.95 paperback  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-60448-020-7  

Luna’s largely interrogative bilingual title barrages pre-
schoolers with vocabulary in seven plotless two-page spreads.

A meadow scene unfolds with familiar animals like rabbits 
and lizards, followed by a canopy of treetops filled with leaves, 

butterflies, birds, etc. In the beige ocean, “Do you see clams, jel-
lyfish, kelp, coral reefs, starfish, feathery flowers, and sea urchins?” 
A family garage with the usual tools precedes a coastal scene 
including umbrellas, surfboards, kites and sailboats. On a farm, 
the author introduces a barn, a rooster and sheep, among other 
vocabulary. A playground scene (swing, slide, seesaw, monkey 
bars, bench and house) follows a child’s room (doll, rug, books, 
etc.) and a lush backyard: “Do you see a pool, bushes, a tree with 
a swing, a garden hose? Where is the apple tree and the bluebird 
in a bath?” The final spread reveals a forest at night with assorted 
nocturnal creatures, the moon, stars and so forth. While the text 
includes many words, and Song’s collages will inspire children to 
search for the items, the book would have benefited from simpler 
versions of both. English precedes the Spanish text, with perti-
nent words the same color type in both versions. A very limited 
illustrated glossary (10 entries) follows the text.

A promising premise, marred by too much vocabulary 
for younger readers. (Bilingual picture book. 2-5)

ON MY WAY TO THE BATH
Maizes, Sarah
Illus. by Paraskevas, Michael
Walker (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-8027-2364-2  

A young girl reluctant to quit her 
playing for the “boredom” of the bath imagines all sorts of 
adventures on her way to the tub.

As a snake, Livi slithers off the couch. Passing her blocks, 
she pictures the statue she will build. She does a cartwheel, 
suddenly a fantastic gymnast. Her sister’s music incites an 
impromptu show. Livi’s guinea pigs remind her that she needs 
to plan a new caper to take over the world, with their help, of 
course. And so it continues, all the way to the tub. Meanwhile, 
speech bubbles on the far–right-hand side of each spread allow 
readers to track Livi’s mother’s exasperation as she waits for her 
tyke to finally arrive. The phrases she uses are sure to be famil-
iar to readers. Paraskevas’ brightly colored digital illustrations 
reveal a plucky girl with lots of personality. Livi may be small, 
but she knows what she wants, and her determination is to be 
admired, especially when her real-life skills don’t quite measure 
up to those of the Livi in her imagination. Pair this one with 
Christine Anderson and Steven Salerno’s Bedtime! (2005) to see 
what happens when another child doesn’t stop playing when 
she is supposed to be getting in the tub.

Readers will be thrilled with the ending—Maizes sets 
the stage for an encore for Livi, who suddenly sees that baths 
aren’t so boring after all: “I am a shark…” (Picture book. 3-6)
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FALSE COVENANT
Marmell, Ari
Pyr/Prometheus Books  (280 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Jun. 26, 2012
978-1-61614-621-4 
Series: A Widdershins Adventure, 2 

Widdershins is back, facing romance, 
supernatural foes and some serious soul 
searching.

After the dramatic events of the first 
volume (Thief ’s Covenant, 2012), street-
rat–turned-noble-turned-thief—and now 

turned bar owner—Widdershins and her deity Olgun (still secret 
in a city with 147 recognized deities and a very strong church) are 
trying their hand at honest living, but it’s not working out. When 
they go back to the criminal life, they stumble into another big 
conspiracy of crime and dark magic, find themselves allied with 
the surprisingly appealing Major Bouniard of the city Guard 
and, more reluctantly, with a disgraced nobleman out to destroy 
Widdershins in revenge. Marmell’s occasionally florid writing 
and hackneyed dialogue can’t detract from the gory adventures 
(including a wonderfully macabre bad guy), but beneath the 
action lies a deeper, if unsubtle, tale of loss and love. Second-
ary characters may be types and primary characters tropes, but 
genuinely adolescent (including occasional idiotic and immature 
behavior) high fantasy is rare enough that this stands out.

A romp with an edge and a feisty female lead: Fans will 
rejoice at the indication that this series has even more to 
come. (Fantasy. 13 & up)

VIOLINS OF AUTUMN
McAuley, Amy
Walker  (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 19, 2012
978-0-8027-2299-7  

An American teenager becomes an 
Allied spy for the French Resistance dur-
ing World War II in this briskly paced 
historical novel.

Seventeen-year-old Betty Sweeney, 
aka Adele Blanchard, is thrilled to aban-

don the staid safety of her European boarding school after she 
is approached by dashing SOE (Special Operations Executive) 
agents looking for unassuming young women to serve as spies 
behind enemy lines in France. “All I have to do is drop into a for-
eign country, aid and train members of the ever-growing Resis-
tance movement, sabotage railways, travel the country on a bicycle 
while concealing top-secret information, blow things up, and try 
not to get killed.” At the end of every cliffhanging chapter, intrepid 
Adele finds herself in a different do-or-die situation, whether it’s 
unobtrusively trying to carry her bicycle through rough water 
under an enemy-occupied bridge or leading a German soldier to 
certain death in the labyrinthine Paris sewers. She is also caught in 
a love triangle between French farmer-turned-fighter Pierre and 

downed American pilot Robbie, one of whom is not destined to 
live to see the end of the war. The fast pace, well-realized setting 
and fascinating espionage details help make up for the stereotypi-
cal characterizations and stiff dialogue.

Readers who prefer layered characters over racing plot 
should seek out the more subtle works of Judy Blundell or 
Kathryn Miller Haines. (Historical fiction. 12 & up)

NEVER FALL DOWN
McCormick, Patrica
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins  (224 pp.) 
$17.99  |  PLB $18.89  |  May 8, 2012
978-0-06-173093-1
978-0-06-173094-8 PLB  

A harrowing tale of survival in the 
Killing Fields.

The childhood of Arn Chorn-Pond 
has been captured for young readers 

before, in Michelle Lord and Shino Arihara’s picture book, A 
Song for Cambodia (2008). McCormick, known for issue-ori-
ented realism, offers a fictionalized retelling of Chorn-Pond’s 
youth for older readers. McCormick’s version begins when 
the Khmer Rouge marches into 11-year-old Arn’s Cambo-
dian neighborhood and forces everyone into the country. Arn 
doesn’t understand what the Khmer Rouge stands for; he only 
knows that over the next several years he and the other chil-
dren shrink away on a handful of rice a day, while the corpses 
of adults pile ever higher in the mango grove. Arn does what 
he must to survive—and, wherever possible, to protect a small 
pocket of children and adults around him. Arn’s chilling history 
pulls no punches, trusting its readers to cope with the reality of 
children forced to participate in murder, torture, sexual exploi-
tation and genocide. This gut-wrenching tale is marred only by 
the author’s choice to use broken English for both dialogue and 
description. Chorn-Pond, in real life, has spoken eloquently 
(and fluently) on the influence he’s gained by learning English; 
this prose diminishes both his struggle and his story.

Though it lacks references or suggestions for further 
reading, Arn’s agonizing story is compelling enough that 
many readers will seek out the history themselves. (preface, 
author’s note) (Historical fiction. 12-15)
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occasional idiotic and immature behavior)  

high fantasy is rare enough that this stands out.”
from  false covenant



THE CLASSROOM
The Epic Documentary  
of a Not-Yet-Epic Kid
Mellom, Robin
Illus. by Gilpin, Stephen
Disney Hyperion  (288 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Jun. 19, 2012
978-1-4231-5063-3  

A documentary crew descends upon 
Westside Middle School to reveal what 
middle-school students’ lives are really like.

At the heart of the story is Trevor Jones, just starting middle 
school. He’s a worrier and a “pre-thinker,” and, despite his claim that 
he’s not worried about seventh grade, he has it all planned. He’s got 
brand-new clothes, and his yogurt stick is frozen just right to be the 
perfect temperature by lunchtime. Unfortunately, his best friend 
forever, Libby, shakes his cool at the bus stop when she informs him 
about the upcoming dance and how he must ask a girl by the end of 
the day. The whole novel revolves around the dance and the atten-
dant social drama of middle-school life. Though readers never find 
out much about the making of the documentary itself, it’s a clever 
contrivance. A third-person narration alternates with interviews 
with the major players. There’s Trevor, Libby, eighth-grader Corey 
Long, Wilson the custodian, and seventh-grade gossip Cindy Apple-
gate among the several main players. Illustrations add appeal to the 
story, including cartoonish drawings found in Trevor’s notebook, a 

“Social Skills Training” pamphlet found in Counselor Plimp’s office 
and drawings from Libby’s Hola! Kitty Cat! sketchpad.

All in all, a silly but appealing story for readers approach-
ing the middle-school years. (Fiction. 9-12)

THE FLYING MACHINE BOOK
Build and Launch  
35 Rockets, Gliders, 
Helicopters,  
Boomerangs, and Moore
Mercer, Bobby
Photos by Mercer, Bobby
 Chicago Review (224 pp.)  
$14.95  paperback  |  May 1, 2012 
978-1-61374-086-6  

Step-by-step instructions for 35 aerodynamic projects offer hours 
of fun and an increased understanding of what makes things fly.

Physics teacher Mercer, who described science principles 
in sports in The Leaping, Sliding, Sprinting, Riding Science Book 
(2006) here provides clear directions for building a variety of 
flying machines including rockets, gliders, helicopters, boomer-
angs and assorted launchers. An opening chapter called “Flight 
School” introduces the Bernoulli principle and four forces: lift, 
thrust, drag and weight. The author’s teaching background is 
reflected in his artful use of repetition. Each subsequent chapter 
begins with more flight school, repeating the relevant principles 
and applying them to the different forms of flying machines 
described. Many of the constructions use similar techniques and 

most are not difficult. The models are made of common mate-
rials: card stock and old folders, drinking straws, rubber bands 
and duct tape. Black-and-white photographs by the author show 
hand positions and paper folds, making the steps easy to follow. 
He recommends customary safety precautions and periodically 
reminds readers that some things may take practice. Makers of a 
series of these models, whether they were constructed as a school 
project or just for fun, will come away with a heightened under-
standing of aerodynamic principles.

Hands-on activities that encourage imaginations to 
soar. (Nonfiction. 8-14)

WICKED SWEET
Merrell, Mar’ce
Feiwel & Friends  (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 5, 2012
978-0-312-60749-4  

Best friends Chantal and Jillian have 
always been on the same page, taking AP 
classes and planning for their future as neu-
rosurgeons, but everything changes during 
the summer before their senior year.

When popular Parker begins paying 
attention to Jillian, introverted Chantal feels left out. Jillian 
cannot understand why wearing a bikini or wanting to go to 
parties is suddenly grounds for ending their friendship. When 
Parker’s best friend, Will, who normally lives to torment Chan-
tal, starts trying to hang out with her, Chantal begins to suspect 
that there is something bigger going on. Determined to expose 
the boys’ scheme, she invents a complicated plan that combines 
her newfound love of baking, her intense focus and a whole lot 
of sneaking around. More than just a foodie romance, Merrell’s 
debut tackles difficult issues such as parental neglect and bul-
lying. An overly convoluted plot that never gains momentum 
overshadows the well-drawn main characters, though. Sweet 
confections with clever names brighten the narrative, but they 
will not be enough to keep readers’ attention. Predictable sec-
ondary characters and wince-worthy missteps of purple prose 
will make readers yearn for more hearty sustenance.

A recipe that never comes together. (Fiction. 14 & up)

ZACH APOLOGIZES
Mulcahy, William 
Illus. by McKee, Darren
Free Spirit  (32 pp.) 
$12.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-57542-389-0 
Series: Zach Rules,  

Counselor and psychotherapist Mulcahy makes his chil-
dren’s-book debut with the Zach Rules series, designed to give 
kids some coping tools for working through everyday problems.

In this series kickoff, Zach’s mother teaches him the four-
square apology. Zach writes and draws the answers to four 

“Makers of a series of these models, whether they were  
constructed as a school project or just for fun, will come away  
with a heightened understanding of aerodynamic principles.”

from  the flying machine book

8 6 4   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 1 2   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s  &  t e e n   |   k i r k u s r e v i e w s . c o m   |  



questions (What did I do to hurt someone? How did the person 
feel? What could I do next time? How will I make it up to them?), 
then uses them to make an apology to his sibling for pushing him 
down. In the simultaneously publishing Zach Gets Frustrated, a day 
at the beach is not much fun for Zach because his kite won’t fly. 
By teaching him the three parts of the frustration triangle, his 
dad is able to get Zach to name the cause of his frustration, calm 
down and reframe the situation. Extensive backmatter in each 
book helps parents understand why teaching children these strat-
egies is so important, as well as how to teach them successfully. 
As in many expressly didactic books, interactions between the 
characters are stiff and stilted, although Zach’s feelings are widely 
recognizable and will be familiar to readers. McKee’s brightly col-
ored digital illustrations have a Cartoon Network feel to them, 
but they nonetheless do a good job of supporting the text and 
helping to teach the material.

While not many kids are likely to ask for repeated read-
ings, still this new series is a useful tool for teaching valu-
able skills. (Picture book. 4-8)

RUN THE GAME
Myers, Jason
Simon Pulse/Simon &  
Schuster  (544 pp.) 
$16.99  |  paper $9.99  |  Jun. 12, 2012
978-1-4424-4627-4
978-1-4424-1432-7 paperback  

A 19-year-old junkie with delusions 
of grandeur falls for a 14-year-old pros-
titute in this poor approximation of a 

Chuck Palahniuk novel.
Drug addict and punk guitarist Alexander spends his days 

in a depressed Midwestern town drinking enough alcohol and 
smoking and shooting enough drugs to put down a bull elephant. 
Still, he manages to show up to band practice on time and woo 
Patti, a mullet-headed, song-writing Lolita whose motives are 
suspect from page one. Alexander believes that he and Patti 
will run away to New York and live druggily ever after. But after 
Patti’s drug dealer/pimp threatens to chop off his limbs with 
a chain saw and leave him to “these four rabid badgers that I 
keep… in a shack,” he has second thoughts. It’s written like a 
bad rap song; readers will have four-letter-word fatigue within 
the first 20 pages—and there are still nearly 500 to go. The 
characters are flat, the constant drug use gratuitous and the 
graphic, occasionally violent sex scenes pornographic. By the 
time the author commits the cardinal sin of plugging one of his 
own previous titles within the text, readers will be too numb to 
care. Teens looking for gritty content are better off checking 
out the award-winning work of Adam Rapp or Ellen Hopkins.

Dreadful. (Fiction. 16 & up)

JUST WRITE
Here’s How
Myers, Walter Dean
Collins  (176 pp.) 
$17.99  |  paper $7.99  |  $6.99 e-book
Apr. 24, 2012
978-0-06-220389-2
978-0-06-220390-8 paperback
978-0-06-220391-5 e-book  

The third National Ambassador for 
Young People’s Literature offers a how-

to guide for young writing enthusiasts.
Who’s more qualified to write about the craft of writing 

than Myers, one of the biggest names in children’s literature 
and author of 100 works for young readers? Though this volume 
is far from flashy, the straightforward, no-nonsense, you-can-
do-it tone may well inspire young readers and beginning writ-
ers. Myers tells about his own life and how he became a writer 
before moving on to the craft itself, offering advice on structur-
ing fiction using a six-box outline and nonfiction with a four-box 
outline. Excerpts from his own notebooks and commentaries 
on his work with teen writer Ross Workman (Myers’ collabora-
tor on the soccer novel Kick, 2011; Workman contributes to the 
backmatter) are enlightening, and readers will find themselves 
in the presence of a friendly mentor and writing co-conspirator. 
Ultimately, since writers draw on their own lives and interests, 
this is a writer’s guide to life. Myers advises, “The best way to 
find inspiration is just to live your life doing these things that 
interest you most…. Pursuing your passions will expand your 
world. This will make you a better writer.”

Good advice on the craft of writing from someone who 
should know. (writing tips, further reading on writing, about 
the author, a list of the author’s books) (Nonfiction. 14 & up)

ALICE ON BOARD
Naylor, Phyllis Reynolds
Atheneum  (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 22, 2012
978-1-4424-4588-8 
Series: The Alice Books, 27 

Alice and her friends take summer 
jobs aboard a cruise ship on the Chesa-
peake Bay following graduation.

Thrilled with the nearly two-to-one 
ratio of guys to girls that makes up for 

the low pay and drudgery of galley duty, Alice makes the most 
of her summer before college. She’s torn between missing Pat-
rick, who’s in Barcelona, and enjoying flirtatious outings with 
Mitch, a 20-ish crew member who’s taking the summer off from 
trapping muskrats in the Maryland marshes. Dramatic episodes 
large and small fill the weeks on the refurbished Seascape. A pas-
senger accuses Alice of stealing her watch; another gets his 
kicks exposing himself when she comes to clean his room. A 
bee sting lands Liz in the hospital; Gwen breaks up with Austin 
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and has her own shipboard romance. Pamela’s needy, troubled 
mother arrives during the same week that her father and his 
girlfriend are on board. A rather old-fashioned plot with a tone 
of comfortable familiarity mixes with a smattering of innuendo 
and scatological humor. Alice observes it all from her place on 
the verge of adulthood, pondering what the future holds for her 
as she looks back over her life so far.

Readers who have been along with Alice on her journey 
from the start will enjoy this latest installment in a reliable 
series as it begins to wind down. (Fiction. 13-15)

SQUID AND OCTOPUS
Friends for Always
Nyeu, Tao
Illus. by Nyeu, Tao
Dial (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-0-8037-3565-1  

Nyeu’s latest contains four stories about the relationship 
between two eccentric sea creatures.

When Squid knits socks for his multiple limbs and Octopus 
tells him they wear mittens, not socks, the buddies argue. Next, 
Squid is sad to have lost the X-ray vision bestowed while dream-
ing—and his status as “Super Squid.” His friend convinces 
him that he remains special. Octopus then mistakes a cowboy 
boot for a hat; finally, the duo reads a fortune about everlasting 
friendship—the most successful story of the lot. While Nyeu’s 
swirling silkscreens, executed in a controlled palette of blues, 
greens, oranges and yellows, present flora and fauna in magi-
cal, decorative compositions, her verbal narrative falls short. 
The conflicts and dialogues, for the most part, do not ring true. 
Why wouldn’t Squid know about mittens, if those are what they 
always wear? When Octopus cheers Squid up after his dream, 
the conversation sounds more like an unnaturally cheery adult 
talking to a child than two close friends. The characters’ emo-
tional range is limited. Side comments of secondary characters 
don’t add much in the way of humor or interest. Arnold Lobel, 
James Marshall and Mo Willems each created famous odd cou-
ples by pairing verbal restraint with nuanced facial expressions, 
universal feelings with understated affection. There is some-
thing to be learned from these models.

Long on design; short on story. (Picture book. 4-6)

CHICKEN, PIG,  
COW’S FIRST FIGHT
Ohi, Ruth
Illus. by Ohi, Ruth
Annick Press  (26 pp.) 
$6.95 paperback  |  PLB $19.95
May 1, 2012
 978-1-55451-370-3 
978-1-55451-371-0 PLB  

The trio of best friends is back (Chicken, Pig, Cow on the Move, 
2011), but this time the problem they solve is of their own making.

All three toys are impressed with the block city Girl has 
made, but Chicken declares it perfect only after he adds a 
chicken statue crafted from yellow leaves and red flowers. 
Meanwhile, Pig just can’t contain his enthusiasm. Predictably, 
his zip-zooming wrecks Chicken’s chicken. After the I-told-
you-so’s and Pig’s failed attempt to repair the statue, a teary-
eyed Pig runs off and gets out his manic energy in a few acts 
of derring-do that lead to the destruction of something much 
larger than a statue. Convinced of his innate badness, Pig hides 
under the couch. In the meantime, Chicken and Cow devise a 
way to keep Dog (who is real) from getting the blame. Pig’s even-
tual apology and request to help rebuild the statue are heartfelt, 
and his friends reassure him that he is not bad: “You’re a good 
friend who was in a bad, mad mood.” While this may be true of 
Pig’s destruction of the city, adults may need to address Pig’s 
initial poor decision to run around. Short sentences and simple 
vocabulary make this accessible for early readers. Ohi’s water-
colors are as endearing as ever, watercolor strokes conveying the 
characters’ every emotion.

Ohi’s toys keep getting more real with every outing—
what new problem will they tackle next? (Picture book. 1-5)

TRANSCENDENCE
Omololu, C.J. 
Walker  (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-0-8027-2370-3  

A girl musician who starts remember-
ing her past lives learns that reincarna-
tion can be dangerous, but romantic too.

Cole, who plays the cello at world-
class standards, meets a dark and hand-
some stranger when she visits the Tower 

of London. There she has a vision of her own execution. Grif-
fon rescues her when she faints. On returning to San Francisco, 
she learns that Griffon also lives there, and he tells her that he 
and she are “Ahket,” people who can remember their past lives. 
Meanwhile, Cole remembers more and more about a previous 
life as a young Italian cellist who was innocently involved in a 
murder over 100 years ago. Also, she learns that her cello student 
is a woman who just may have been the victim and who may be 
seeking revenge. Cole finds herself strongly attracted to Griffon. 
Could he be a romantic partner from an earlier time? Omololu 
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moves the action along, revealing her plot, narrating the past-life 
memories in italics and inserting intriguing clues into those epi-
sodes. The classical-music motif is a welcome addition to the plot, 
and the reincarnation theme stands out as a nice break from the 
usual paranormal subject matter. That Griffon is biracial, both 
indicated on the cover and revealed in the text, promises another 
nice break, but there is no textual follow-up.

Overall, nicely done. (Paranormal romance. 12 & up)

THE TIPTOE GUIDE TO 
TRACKING MERMAIDS
Paquette, Ammi-Joan
Illus. by Letourneau, Marie
Tanglewood Press  (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-933718-59-0  

This second Tiptoe Guide (The Tiptoe Guide to Tracking Fair-
ies, 2010) has readers scouring the seashore for mermaids and 
imagining what their lives must be like.

Not a story, but not a guidebook in the traditional sense 
either, this is more of a fits-and-starts foray into imagination 
that may leave many of its readers behind. Listen to a conch 
shell’s secrets, search a tidal pool for evidence of baby mermaids, 
imagine shells as mermaid jewelry, sand dollars as money and 
ocean plants as food, with crabs scrounging the leftovers. But 
the author goes beyond readers’ reach, as the mermaids play 
with dolphins, swim amid the coral and carry out their daily 
activities (primping, napping, shopping) on the ocean floor. 
While Paquette’s first capitalized on the popularity of fairy 
houses and the easy accessibility of most to the great outdoors, 
this latest narrows its readership by focusing on the ocean. It 
further disappoints this limited audience by highlighting beach-
combing finds that are relatively rare, if not geographically 
impossible: perfect sand dollars and conch shells, ocean plants, 
tide pools—not to mention the warm-enough-for-a-bathing-
suit but nonetheless deserted, beach. Letourneau layers her fan-
ciful watercolor mermaids atop beautiful photographs, which 
gives a jarring feel to the artwork. Further, when the text asks 
readers, “Can you see any mermaids anywhere?” she makes no 
effort at hiding them.

The glittery cover and promise of mermaids may 
attract readers initially, but there is little here to lure them 
for repeated readings. (Picture book. 4-7)

HEMLOCK
Peacock, Kathleen
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins   
(416 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 8, 2012
978-0-06-204865-3  

Ever since the white werewolf killed 
Mackenzie’s best friend, Amy, she’s been 
having nightmares. Amy’s boyfriend, Jason, 
has gone off the deep end. And their other 
friend, Kyle, has distanced himself.

The Trackers, an anti-werewolf vigilante group, have come to 
Hemlock to round up anyone with Lupine Syndrome to be per-
manently interned in a government-run “rehabilitation camp.” 
You’d think Mackenzie would be behind this, but one of the few 
caring adults in her peripatetic youth with a no-good father was 
a closeted werewolf who had never hurt anyone but was rounded 
up and interned anyway. Peacock makes sure readers understand 
the symbolism; narrator Mackenzie actively reflects on the paral-
lels between the werewolf hunt and war propaganda. But because 
this is a teen paranormal romance, the dominant plot is, surprise, 
a love triangle. Kyle, who Mackenzie and readers learn fairly early 
on is a werewolf, is in love with Mackenzie. So is the tortured Jason, 
who has joined the Trackers. As Mackenzie says to herself, “It was 
official: my life belonged on the CW.” It’s this ironic self-awareness 
that keeps the book at all palatable. Events churn to an utterly pre-
dictable confrontation that leaves the door open to the next vol-
ume in the planned trilogy.

Mildly interesting ideas are obscured by all the neces-
sary ingredients of the genre. (Paranormal romance. 14 & up)

COCK-A-DOODLE WHO?
Perrin, Martine
Translated by Kossnar, Elizabeth
Illus. by Perrin, Martine
Whitman  (40 pp.) 
$12.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-8075-1107-7  

Die-cuts and a rhyming question-and-answer format show-
case animals and patterns.

Two different but similar patterns are used in this puzzle that 
depends on reveals. A die-cut animal shape is shown against an 
inappropriate pattern, and a question is posed. “Mooing cow, for 
whom do you wait?” (The cow has a black-and-white–flowered 
hide.) After the page turn, the animal has its proper pattern and 
the new image answers the original question. “This maid step-
ping with a very quick gait.” (The milkmaid wears a flowered 
dress; the Holstein now has the usual black-and-white coloring.) 
The cow, duck, snail, sheep, ladybugs, trout, fox and rooster are 
presented as a farm animal collection, but they make an unusual 
one. The couplets, translated from the original French, have 
end rhyme, but limping rhythm makes them difficult to read 
aloud. Two of Perrin’s previous books have been published here 
as board books (Look Who’s There! and What Do You See?, 2011) 
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but this title has been formatted for slightly older readers. Its 
bold colors and interesting patterns have appeal, but both the 
experiences (plucking mushrooms?) and the stilted language 
may be beyond even the kindergarten child.

For die-cut surprises read Laura Vaccaro Seeger’s Lem-
ons Are Not Red (2004) or Hervé Tullet’s The Book with a Hole 
(2011) instead. (Picture book. 5-7) 

DESTINED
Pike, Aprilynne
HarperTeen  (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-06-166812-8  

The bloom is off the rose in the con-
clusion of a paranormal romance featur-
ing faeries who are, biologically, plants.

At first (Wings, 2009; Spells, 2010), 
blond, zitless Laurel seemed idealized but 
unique: Laurel oozes sap (not blood) when 

injured, and the prose likewise was pleasant and refreshingly non-
angsty for the genre. By this fourth volume, however, any freshness 
has faded. Four friends—faeries Laurel and Tamani, humans David 
and Chelsea—fight to defend idyllic Avalon against renegade faer-
ies and ugly trolls. David wields Excalibur, echoing King Arthur, 
though the Arthurian theme never jells. Cliché (“A true hero knows 
love is more powerful than hate”) and purple prose (“A single tear, 
glistening in the moonlight, slid down her porcelain cheek”) sprout 
up, overwhelming vivid images and one particularly clever textual 
misdirection. Despite claiming a “deadly fast-forward” pace, fight 
scenes drag. Laurel hopes her love triangle will become a neat 
square (with David finally noticing Chelsea), but just before—
before—a strong closing chapter, Pike interrupts with an Author’s 
Note, counseling, “if you prefer your endings happy… maybe you 
should stop reading here.” This bizarre Note disrupts the fiction 
and sabotages the last chapter’s emotional power—and its content.

With mediocre exposition and with battles superseding 
the previous volumes’ fluttery abstinence-romance scenes, 
this won’t attract new fans, but it will gratify loyal followers 
by providing closure. (Paranormal romance. 13 & up)

PUTTING ON THE BRAKES
Understanding and  
Taking Control of  
Your ADD or ADHD
Quinn, Patricia O. & Stern, Judith M.
American Psychological Association/
Magination  (112 pp.) 
$16.95  |  paper $12.95  |  Apr. 1, 2012
978-1-4338-1135-7
978-1-4338-1134-0 paperback  

Minor revisions and new illustrations freshen up the third 
edition of an encouraging, if generalized, guide for young peo-
ple with attention issues and their parents.

Using simple language and addressing readers directly, the 
authors first define types of AD/HD and explain current think-
ing about its behavioral and neurological characteristics. They 
then go on to offer a basic set of tools and techniques for man-
aging the disorder. These range from building a “Support Team” 
of adults to using yoga, self-initiated timeouts, medication and 
other means of controlling emotions and impulses. The authors 
close with a restatement of their central message, that “[your] 
AD/HD is just one part of you. Try hard to manage it, and you 
will have plenty of energy left over to enjoy the many other parts 
of your life.” Abstract cartoon drawings and photos of smiling 
children reinforce the overall positive tone. So inclusive is the 
message that, aside from a single mention that genuine AD/HD 
can only be diagnosed by a professional, nearly all the advice 
here about self-control, making friends, establishing good study 
habits and maintaining a healthy lifestyle could apply to anyone.

More specific and extensive manuals and workbooks 
abound, but as a lucid guide to the disorder and its man-
agement, this has proven its worth over the past 20 years. 
(multilevel, multimedia resource lists) (Self-help. 9-12, adult)

EXCUSES, EXCUSES!
Ravishankar, Anushka
Illus. by Manglou, Gabrielle
Tara Publishing  (46 pp.) 
$16.95  |  May 1, 2012
978-93-80340-12-8  

A narrator introduces readers to Neel, 
who, for every day of the week, makes a 
decision to better himself, then falls short—

with good reason, as Neel himself explains in nonsense verse.
The framework is clever, starting with the narrator pro-

viding the premise. What follows is a daily reckoning. Each 
day of the week is given a full spread, with the day appearing 
on the verso and a question or accusation from a teacher, par-
ent or other unnamed authority figure on the recto. Turn the 
page, and youngsters will delight in Neel’s fantastic excuses. 
For example, on Wednesday, the voice proclaims, “Where’s the 
bread? / You brought a dog instead?” Neel hypothesizes that the 
dog hypnotized him: “I don’t know how I got back here, / and 
so, therefore, you see, / I didn’t bring the dog back home— / He 
brought me.” The rhythm sometimes stumbles, but the situa-
tions are recognizable—except for those that are so farfetched 
they will inspire admiration, such as when Neel shows up with-
out socks, claiming he stuffed them into a panicked elephant’s 
ears. The illustrations, a collage of tinted photographs and art, 
provide an appropriately surreal backdrop. Unfortunately, the 
placement of text, the use of amorphous figures and the amount 
of blank space on some pages disrupt the flow and may leave 
readers feeling disengaged.

An uneven, ambitious effort. (Picture book/poetry. 5-9)
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PAIUTE PRINCESS
The Story of Sarah 
Winnemucca
Ray, Deborah Kogan
Illus. by Ray, Deborah Kogan
Frances Foster/Farrar,  
Straus & Giroux  (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 8, 2012
978-0-374-39897-2  

Sarah Winnemucca’s fearless determination along with her 
talent for languages and her commitment to education for her 
people made her a striking spokesperson, lecturer and educator.

Ray’s biography encompasses Winnemucca’s life from child-
hood through her work with the Peabody School she founded 
in 1885 in Lovelock, Nev. The heartbreak and challenges Sarah’s 
Paiute people experienced as gold and silver mining brought 
English-speaking settlers in droves to the Great Basin of Utah, 
Nevada and California form the core of the narrative. A picture-
book trim size allows for substantial blocks of text to accom-
pany Ray’s luminous full-page paintings, each focusing on a 
chapter of Winnemucca’s life. Quotations from Winnemucca’s 
autobiography as well as from other contemporary writings 
augment the account. Extensive backmatter offers more infor-
mation about Winnemucca’s life (Ray explains that the term 

“princess” was conferred by white journalists) and her people, 
extending the range for this work well into middle school. The 
lack of page numbers or index is a slight problem for navigat-
ing back through the work, but the clarity of the narrative will 
make this an excellent read-aloud for older listeners.  

A compelling introduction to an extraordinary leader. 
(author’s note, map, timeline, bibliography) (Biography. 9-13)

DON’T SQUISH   
THE SASQUATCH!
Redeker, Kent
Illus. by Staake, Bob
Disney Hyperion  (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 19, 2012
978-1-4231-5232-3  

Mr. Sasquatch tempts fate—a good squishing—when he 
boards Mr. Blobule’s city bus.

“Hello, Mr. Blobule! May I please ride your bus?” asks Mr. Sas-
quatch to open this gladdening bit of tomfoolery from Redeker. 
Traveling through a city where French curves meet plane geometry 
in a style as idiosyncratic as Art Deco and all Staake’s own, others 
ask to ride the bus. There are Miss Goat-Whale, Mr. Octo-Rhino, 
Miss Loch-Ness-Monster-Space-Alien, all in a roundelay of “ ‘May I 
please ride your bus?’ / ‘Of course you may ride my bus…. But please… 
// Don’t squish the Sasquatch!’ ” Who, of course, gets more squished 
with each new rider, his eyes rotating, his hat boinging off, his arms 
flailing, until—”KA-BLOOEY!!” This work will not be denied 
engagement, whether children join the circle dance of words, with 
their simple, sunny musicality, or pore closely over the fanciful city 
the bus passes through. Mr. Sasquatch’s final delamination takes 

place in a fine, eruptive double-gatefold, which inspires a group hug, 
which triggers Mr. Sasquatch’s claustrophobia switch again.

Pure, disarming horseplay served on a bed of charis-
matic artwork. (Picture book. 1-5)

HOW?
The Most Awesome  
Question and Answer  
Book about Nature,  
Animals, People,  
Places—and You!
Ripley, Catherine
Illus. by Ritchie, Scot
Owlkids Books  (192 pp.) 
 $19.95  |  $19.95 e-book  |  May 15, 2012 
978-1-926973-24-1 
978-1-926973-25-8 e-book  

Lightweight answers to FAQs about such subjects as birth-
days, libraries, pets and road trips.

In question-and-answer format—with each one allotted a 
two-page spread and accompanied by Ritchie’s loose-line, pastel-
colored artwork—Ripley fields a range of questions. They include 
how batter turns into cake and how birthday candles stay on fire, 
why hamsters run on wheels and why they stuff their cheeks with 
food, why you hear the sea in a seashell and why the ocean is salty. 
The answers are both fruity with humor and specific as to the 
immediate explanation, but there is not much meat on the bones 
to many of the answers, even for the intended age group. This 
is true especially when it comes to secondary clarifications that 
would deepen understanding, because these answers are going 
to elicit plenty more “hows” and “whys.” Some of the questions 
ignite the “duh” factor: “Why do we wrap presents? Because 
surprises are fun! And because wrapping makes gifts look extra 
special.” There is a modest sense of repetition: “Why are some 
books hardcover and some paperback? Because different 
readers like different kinds of books!” (nor does the extended 
response do any better a job of answering the question) and 

“Why are dogs different sizes? Different dogs for different 
folks!” Then come really sharp explanations as to why tarantulas 
have hair and why gasoline has a strong odor.

An uneven effort that is too often unhelpfully simplis-
tic. (Nonfiction. 5-8)

DUCK SAYS DON’T!
Ritchie, Alison
Illus. by George, Hannah
Good Books  (26 pp.) 
$16.99Jun. 1, 2012
978-1-56148-745-5  

Goose leaves Duck in charge when she 
leaves her pond, with unhappy results.

Power goes immediately to Duck’s head. First, he stops the 
dragonflies from racing, although they point out that flying is 
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what they do. The next day, a big sign appears: “NO RACING! 
by order of Duck (in charge of pond).” Soon he forbids the king-
fishers from fishing and the frogs from diving, and more signs 
appear forbidding, well, everything. Then Duck realizes all his 
friends have gone off to more congenial surroundings. Shedding 
a tear, he takes down all the old signs and welcomes everyone 
back to do what they do. The ring-necked hero decides being 
in charge is “much too hard” and is hardly ever bossy again. 
The illustrations are Popsicle-colored and gently exaggerated, 
and each creature is utterly anthropomorphized: Goose leaves 
sporting a fetching lavender scarf and a bead-handled purse; 
one frog has reading glasses, and another feeds her baby from a 
bottle; the dragonflies come in pastel colors and silly grins.

Despite the forced whimsy of the illustrations, the 
book positively reeks of a Lesson to be Learned, so it is just 
about as much fun as Duck. (Picture book. 4-7)

THE PERFECT PRESENT
Roberton, Fiona
Illus. by Roberton, Fiona
Putnam  (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-0-399-25773-5  

Spot the duck became Henry’s pet 
when he disguised himself as a dog in Wanted: 

The Perfect Pet (2010), and in what initially feels like a cruel twist of a 
sequel, he seems at risk of displacement by Henry’s new pet.

Henry eagerly anticipates his birthday, and Spot is excited 
about gifting him a fishing rod. But then Henry’s grandparents 
give him “A Dog!” and poor Spot feels pushed aside. Forlorn, he 
leaves Henry a note and, suitcase in wing, decides to return to 
his “egg house.” Spot strikes a pathetic figure as he attempts 
a stormy river crossing, only to get stuck on a branch. When 
Henry wakes and reads Spot’s farewell note, he and Dog leave 
to find him, Henry donning red boots and a jaunty, green scarf-
and-cap set. Dog heroically dives into the river to rescue Spot, 
but he sinks “like a stone,” prompting Spot to dive in to save 
him. Luckily, Henry has his trusty new fishing rod, and with “a 
strange Ffwwiiiiiiiiizzzzz Plop” he catches Spot’s collar and 
pulls both pets ashore. Their reunion is made even sweeter as 
Henry wraps his scarf around Spot’s neck and persuades him 
to accept Dog as a “Perfect Pet” they can share. Throughout, 
friendly, cartoonish line drawings employ minimal setting, 
humorous detail and ample expressive power.

Utterly charming. (Picture book. 4-7)

DEADWEATHER  
AND SUNRISE
Rodkey, Geoff
Putnam  (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 29, 2012
978-0-399-25785-8 
Series: The Chronicles of Egg, 1 

This promising new series starts out 
strong with a story filled to the brim with 
pirates, treasure, intrigue and swashbuck-
ling suspense.

On his 13th birthday, Egg’s entire family is lost in a hot-air 
balloon accident. Egg lives quite comfortably for a while with 
the wealthy Roger Pembroke and his family, including his spunky, 
dreamy daughter Millicent. Then, one awful day, Egg realizes that 
his benefactor was responsible for the death of his family and is 
now, in fact, trying to kill him as well. Corrupt and exploitative 
Pembroke has discovered that there is a Native treasure on the 
ugly fruit plantation owned by Egg’s family, and he is desperate 
to find it. What does Egg have on his side? His wits and courage, 
a strange best friend named Guts, the questionable loyalty of the 
misfit pirates who once worked for his father and, perhaps most 
significantly, Millicent. Readers will really begin rooting for Egg 
after his family—who is actually pretty awful to him—is killed off 
and he is left to discover his strengths and make his own choices. 
Self-deprecating and funny, Egg’s first-person account is compel-
ling, and the dialogue and vivid setting, as well as the full cast of 
quirky characters, make it easy to get lost in this adventure.

Fans of pirates and perilous quests will certainly enjoy 
this tale of hijinks on the high seas and eagerly anticipate 
the next installment of Egg’s story. (Adventure. 9-14)

LONE BEAN
Ross, Chudney
Amistad/HarperCollins  (208 pp.) 
$15.99  |  PLB $16.89  |  Jun. 26, 2012
978-0-06-166011-5
978-0-06-166012-2 PLB  

A spunky young character takes a 
complicated path to find her place in 
school, but she stumbles along the way. 
Unfortunately, so does the author.

With her debut effort, Ross brings 
readers Chrysanthemum, better known as Bean. It’s the start of 
the school year, and Bean can’t wait to see her best friend Carla 
and get third grade started. But almost immediately, Bean discov-
ers that nothing is as she’d imagined. Most significantly, Carla no 
longer wants to be friends. The story conveys Bean’s struggle to 
find her place in her family with sisters Rose and Gardenia and 
at school, facing down the class’s biggest bully, Tanisha. It’s obvi-
ous that Ross cares about her character and her struggles. But the 
book moves slowly, and at 197 pages it feels much too long for kids 
Bean’s age. Those children comfortable with length and reading 
level may well not be interested in reading about a third-grader. 
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Inconsistent language is jarring, making Bean feel like a girl any-
where from 6 to 16. Not to mention, Bean’s epiphany will leave 
kids with wrinkled foreheads, asking, “Huh?”

In the end, the book fails to deliver a story that stands 
out or characters who stand apart. (Fiction. 8-12)

INSURGENT
Roth, Veronica
Katherine Tegen/ 
HarperCollins (544 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $9.99 e-book  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-06-202404-6
978-0-06-211445-7 e-book 
Series: Divergent, 2 

In this addictive sequel to the acclaimed 
Divergent (2011), a bleak post-apocalyptic 
Chicago ruled by “factions” exemplifying 

different personality traits collapses into all-out civil war.
With both the Dauntless and Abnegation factions shat-

tered by the Erudite attack, Tris and her companions seek ref-
uge with Amity and Candor, and even among the factionless. 
But the Erudite search for “Divergents” continues relentlessly. 
They have a secret to protect—one they fear could prove more 
catastrophic than open warfare; one they will slaughter to keep 
hidden... Rather than ease readers back into this convoluted 
narrative, the book plunges the characters into immediate dan-
ger without clues to their current relationships, let alone their 
elaborate back stories. The focus is firmly on the narrator Tris, 
who, devastated by guilt and grief, reveals new depth and vital-
ity. While taking actions less Dauntless than recklessly suicidal, 
she retains her convenient knack for overhearing crucial con-
versations and infallibly sizing up others. Her romance with 
Tobias is achingly tender and passionate, and her friends and 
enemies alike display a realistic spectrum of mixed motivations 
and conflicted choices. The unrelenting suspense piles pursuit 
upon betrayal upon torture upon pitched battles; the violence 
is graphic, grisly and shockingly indiscriminate. The climactic 
reveal, hinting at the secret origins of their society, is neither 
surprising nor particularly plausible, but the frenzied response 
makes for another spectacular cliffhanger.

Anyone who read the first book was dying for this one 
months ago; they’ll hardly be able to wait for the concluding 
volume. (Science fiction. 14 & up)

DRAGONS LOVE TACOS
Rubin, Adam
Illus. by Salmieri, Daniel
Dial  (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 14, 2012
978-0-8037-3680-1  

The perfect book for kids who love 
dragons and mild tacos.

Rubin’s story starts with an incantatory edge: “Hey, kid! 
Did you know that dragons love tacos? They love beef tacos 
and chicken tacos. They love really big gigantic tacos and 
tiny little baby tacos as well.” The playing field is set: dragons, 
tacos. As a pairing, they are fairly silly, and when the kicker 
comes in—that dragons hate spicy salsa, which ignites their 
inner fireworks—the silliness is sillier still. Second nature, 
after all, is for dragons to blow flames out their noses. So 
when the kid throws a taco party for the dragons, it seems a 
weak device that the clearly labeled “totally mild” salsa comes 
with spicy jalapenos in the fine print, prompting the dragons 
to burn down the house, resulting in a barn-raising at which 
more tacos are served. Harmless, but if there is a parable hid-
den in the dragon-taco tale, it is hidden in the unlit deep, and 
as a measure of lunacy, bridled or unbridled, it doesn’t make 
the leap into the outer reaches of imagination. Salmieri’s art-
work is fitting, with a crabbed, ethereal line work reminiscent 
of Peter Sís, but the story does not offer it enough range.

A wandering effort, happy but pointless. (Picture book. 3-5)

SILENCE
Sagara, Michelle
Daw Books  (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-7564-0742-1 
Series: Queen of the Dead, 1 

A girl in mourning for her dead boy-
friend learns that she has a power over 
the dead that may endanger her own life.

Emma visits her boyfriend’s grave in 
the cemetery often. While walking her 

dog one night, she meets Eric there and has a terrifying encoun-
ter with a ghostly crone who kisses her. Thereafter Emma can 
see the dead, and if she touches them, others can see them too. 
Eric and his friend Chase work for an agency that tracks such 
beings, and they believe she has become a necromancer, one 
who can steal power from ghosts. Chase elects to kill Emma, 
but Eric, although he agrees, opts to wait. Meanwhile, Emma 
has sensed the ghost of a little boy who died in a fire, and she 
insists on rescuing his spirit from that ongoing hell. Sagara 
concocts an interesting and original premise but seems most 
concerned with explaining precisely how Emma’s paranormal 
powers work. She tends to philosophize or to indulge in such 
extensive detail during the suspense scenes that she creates 
diversions from the action. Thus, the suspense often takes 
a back seat to exposition. Nevertheless, a few tension-filled 
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scenes involving ghosts and an evil necromancer hit their tar-
get. She inserts an effective chick-lit element with Emma’s 
friends, broadening her novel’s appeal.

Promising if not yet fully realized. (Paranormal suspense. 
12 & up)

DANCING WITH THE  
DEVIL / BAILANDO  
CON EL DIABLO Y OTROS 
CUENTOS DEL MÁS ALLÁ
Saldaña Jr., René
Translated by Ventura, Gabriela Baeza
Piñata Books/Arté Público  (176 pp.) 
$9.95 paperback  |  Apr. 30, 2012
979-1-55885-744-5  

“La Llorona” and other traditional 
bugaboos from Mexican-American lore find modern young vic-
tims in this bilingual set of South Texas tales.

That ghostly mother seeking replacements for her dead 
children succeeds in two of Sandaña’s six offerings. The others 
are rather less eerie. Shy Joey fails to prevent his intended date, 
Marlen, from fatally “Dancing with the Devil,” and Cecelia 
comes to accept that “God’s Will Be Done” after a mysterious 
bull prevents her from meeting a suave stranger in defiance of 
parental orders. The other stories take almost comically grisly 
turns, with a mother’s warnings about the consequences of play-
ing with knives coming literally true as “Louie Spills His Guts” 
through a small cut in his toe. Another lad is nearly “All Choked 
Up” in an ER waiting room by a severed hand that arrives in an 
ice chest. The original English versions occupy the first half of 
the volume, and their Spanish translations the second half.

Mild chills in either language. (Short stories. 10-12)

THE DOWNSIDE  
OF BEING CHARLIE
Sanchez, Jenny Torres
Running Press Teens  (272 pp.) 
$9.95 paperback  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-0-7624-4401-4  

It doesn’t take readers long to won-
der whether there is any upside to being 
Charlie.

His apparently bipolar mother has 
taken off—again; his father, who pre-

tends there’s nothing wrong, seems to be having an affair; and 
he’s stuck sharing a locker with Tanya Bate, the school pariah. 
He does have a loyal friend, Rat Pack–wannabe Ahmed, a newly 
svelte figure courtesy of fat camp and, perhaps, the interest of 
cute new girl Charlotte. But these positives barely register in his 
self-hating, depressive narration. And, really, his life does kind 
of suck. Aside from everything else, he’s not the only kid pursu-
ing Charlotte; sadistic bully Mark is also interested in her, and 
he takes special pleasure in grinding Charlie down. As Charlie 

sinks further into depression, he begins to binge and purge in 
a futile attempt at coping. There is much to recommend this 
novel—not least because it addresses male body image and 
eating disorders—but it just doesn’t hold together. Charlotte’s 
character development is particularly uneven; she often comes 
across as unendurably shallow, making Charlie’s persistent 
attraction to her baffling. And Ahmed, Turkish-American for 
no apparent narrative reason beyond his mother’s baklava, is 
utterly unbelievable, if immensely appealing.

Readers who make it to the end will cheer Charlie’s 
survival, but they’ll also be glad to get out of his company. 
(Fiction. 14 & up)

STUEY LEWIS  
AGAINST ALL ODDS
Schoenberg, Jane
Illus. by Evans, Cambria
Margaret Ferguson/Farrar,  
Straus & Giroux  (144 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 22, 2012
978-0-374-39901-6  

Stuey is back!
This new installment takes up just 

where the first left off, with Stuey and 
his friends comforted that their second-grade teacher, Ginger 
Curtis, is moving on to third grade with them. Lilly Stanley (the 

“Queen of Obnoxious”) and best friend Will Fishman are also 
back—keeping the humor light and the friendship real. Told 
in Stuey’s own fresh, direct voice, with the school year as the 
frame, these four loosely joined stories show our hero facing 
new challenges while growing into a more independent, less 
worried young man. When Will lets on that Stuey’s dad runs 
a space center, Stuey comes up with a one-of-a-kind field trip 
and becomes more comfortable with the fact that his parents 
are divorced and his father lives far away. Stuey’s older brother 
Anthony becomes more important to Stuey when they travel 
alone on a plane to see their dad and plan an unforgettable 
Mother’s Day celebration. Stuey’s resourcefulness shines in 
the final tale, when Ms. Curtis decides to end the year with a 
class pet show. Each story is just the right length for chapter-
book readers, peppered with frequent humorous ink drawings. 
Stuey’s mom’s hair in a car vacuum is an image that most third 
graders will never forget.

Stuey is just the right kind of friend—confident and 
independent—for any third grader. (Fiction. 6-10)
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WHILE HE WAS AWAY
Schreck, Karen
Sourcebooks  (256 pp.) 
$8.99 paperback  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-4022-6402-3  

When her boyfriend David leaves for 
a stint in Iraq, Penna is anxious and devas-
tated, but eventually she finds ways to cope.

At first, observing Penna change 
from a girl totally absorbed in her boy 
to one who has other concerns, friends 

and responsibilities is like watching paint dry. But the pace rap-
idly picks up as both David and Penna become more caught up 
in their immediate environments. Penna discovers information 
about a grandmother who has been missing in her life, gets pulled 
into waiting tables at her mother’s restaurant and finds new 
friends with whom she can share her current life. In Iraq, David 
struggles with the mind-numbing work of patrols and the terror 
that interrupts it, and he focuses on an orphanage for Iraqi refu-
gee children as a way to be useful. Strong characterization, the 
vivid setting of a small Oklahoma town and the clear depiction 
of present life, with Skype, e-mail and phones with their inad-
equate promise of instant communication, strengthen the narra-
tive and ground it in the present. Paralleling Penna’s story is her 
discovery of a grandmother who lost her first husband in World 
War II. The perils of war limn the memories of the women left 
behind and cast into relief both their devotion and their need to 
continue to live separate and independent lives.

A strong entry in the growing genre of fiction about the 
Iraq war. (Fiction. 12 & up)

THIS IS SO NOT HAPPENING
Scott, Kieran
Simon & Schuster  (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-1-4169-9955-3 
Series: The He’s So/She’s So Trilogy, 3 

The course of true love does not run 
smooth in this funny and sensitive third 
installment of Scott’s comic chick-lit 
romance series.

Just when constantly thwarted lov-
ers Ally and Jake finally establish a firm boyfriend-girlfriend 
relationship during their senior year in high school, Ally learns 
that her former best friend Chloe is pregnant and saying that 
Jake is the father. Because the brief encounter between the two 
occurred outside of their formal relationship, Ally decides to 
forgive Jake and stick with him, even as he becomes ever more 
obsessed with the baby. However, it turns out that someone 
else might have been involved after all, and Jake does not cope 
well with that possibility. At this point in the series the author 
has developed a deft and sure touch for her comic presentation 
of otherwise serious events—a real achievement. Here, she 
divides the chapters nearly evenly between Ally and Jake, telling 

the tale from both perspectives and making them into cred-
ible and likable characters, whatever their faults. She handles 
the unintended-pregnancy plot with compassion, revealing the 
emotions of all involved, yet still keeps the narrative tripping 
lightly along. Readers can find both entertainment and insight-
ful life lessons here in equal measure.

Can chick lit come with depth and wit too? Yes, it can. 
(Romance. 14 & up)

BIRTHDAY SUIT 
Senior, Olive
Illus. by Fernandes, Eugenie
Annick Press  (32 pp.) 
$8.95 paperback  |  PLB $19.95
May 1, 2012
978-1-55451-368-0
978-1-55451-369-7 PLB  

Who needs swimming trunks?
Johnny likes to run around naked, and so would you if you lived 

on a tropical island surrounded by the beautiful blue sea. But now 
that he’s 4, mom insists on clothes at all times. She buys him red 
trunks for playing in the water. As soon as her back is turned, how-
ever, he’s out of them and back to the titular birthday suit. He can 

“undo everything his mom uses to lock him in,” from buttons to “the 
thingamajig that Johnny rips for that lovely tearing sound.” But one 
awful day, mom comes home with a pair of denim overalls heavy 
with snaps. In a flash she fastens him in. Johnny starts squirming, 
letting out a wail that sends the tide out before its time and the 
fish all around turning somersaults. Soon mom is staring at a pair 
of empty overalls. It takes a man-to-man talk with dad for Johnny 
to realize that he really does want to be a big boy. He puts on his 
overalls and everybody claps. Now he has fun with clothes, zipping 
and tying and snapping (as well as unzipping, untying and unsnap-
ping). Still, whenever he gets under the sea... Fernandes’ bright, 
busy paintings are a good match for the buoyant and ample text, 
which is full of phonic riffs that make the tale a terrific read-aloud.

So happy, it’ll give readers and listeners the urge to visit 
(with or without their clothes). (Picture book. 3-5)

A BOY AND A  
BEAR IN A BOAT
Shelton, Dave
Illus. by Shelton, Dave
David Fickling/Random  (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  PLB $19.99  |  Jun. 12, 2012
978-0-385-75248-0
978-0-385-75249-7 PLB  

This ocean adventure reads fast and 
clever but remains what it says on the 

jacket. Without backstory, identities or context to moor the boy 
or the bear to the rest of the world, off floats the story on its own.

At first, the sly abstruseness in Shelton’s witty prose is intrigu-
ing, even exciting. A boy steps into a rowboat. The rower, a bear, 
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asks “Where to?” The boy waves his hand “vaguely out across 
the water” and answers, “Just over to the other side, please.” A 
mystery! But clearly there’s another “side,” a place “where he was 
going,” even if its distance is farther than expected: “I thought 
you’d be able to see it [from here].” The diction is unflaggingly 
clean and clear, droll and mischievous (“A boringly gentle breeze 
thought about blowing, but decided in the end not to bother”). 
However, despite storms, sea-monster hazards and an ever-shift-
ing bear/boy dynamic, this book never feels complete. There’s 
no journey’s end, nor disclosure of destination; hunger somehow 
becomes a conquerable philosophical challenge: “[H]is hunger 
had been there for so long that… [i]t was normal now and he didn’t 
really notice it.” Whatever the message—overcoming obstacles? 
staying at sea forever? overcoming the need for… food?—this is 
more allegory than any story form with closure.

Diverting but unanchored, this is training wheels for 
Waiting for Godot. (Fable. 8-12)

HAPPY EASTER!
Slegers, Liesbet
Illus. by Slegers, Liesbet
Clavis  (30 pp.) 
$15.95  |  Apr. 1, 2012
978-1-60537-114-6  

Baby animals, decorated eggs and deliveries of sweet treats 
from the Easter Bunny are the focus of this introduction to Eas-
ter for preschoolers.

The holiday is treated as a secular one in this bright and 
cheery offering first published in Belgium and the Netherlands. 
An oversized format features a single chick hatching on the 
cover in a strikingly simple design with internal illustrations 
in deep, saturated hues suggestive of Easter-egg dyes. The text 
uses just a few sentences set against richly colored backgrounds 
facing full-page illustrations on the opposite pages. Slegers pro-
vides illustrations with a jaunty, childlike simplicity that features 
a flattened perspective and thick, black outlines around simple 
shapes, such as the Easter Bunny waving from the window of 
his house. The simple story begins with two children decorating 
eggs and moves on to the Easter Bunny’s methods for acquiring 
and delivering eggs for the forthcoming celebration. The little 
boy and girl featured in the book search for their eggs and dress 
up in new clothes on Easter, but there is no mention of any reli-
gious connection to the holiday.

A buoyant, simple orientation to the Easter Bunny for 
little ones who are awaiting their baskets of springtime 
treats. (Picture book. 2-5)

MY DAD!
Smallman, Steve
Illus. by Julian, Sean
Good Books  (26 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-1-56148-744-8  

This gently humorous look at the 
ways fathers are special is sure to appeal 

to the preschool set.
Smallman uses rhyming couplets to list the wonderful 

things dads do: “Some dads just love to snuggle and cuddle. / 
Some dads join in when you jump in a puddle!” As the sing-song 
text covers such activities as riding a bike, building sandcastles 
and holding hands, Julian’s painterly mix of mostly full-bleed 
double-page spreads and vignettes features a furry father bear 
and cub. The scenes where daddy bear toots in the water—with 
the resulting bubbles alarming the fish—and when the cub lets 
out “a big burp” will guarantee giggles. Yet on occasion dads 
may encounter some trouble: “Some dads get upset and start 
grumbling and stamping, / Just because they’re kind of hopeless 
at camping!” But all is well in the end as the narrator decides, 

“Nobody’s dad is like mine—and I’m glad. / When I’m big I want 
to be just like my dad!” The visuals allow young readers to enjoy 
spotting other animal father-child pairs, be they seagulls, snails, 
rabbits, crabs, porcupines or bats. A safe bet for storytimes, the 
large format also creates an instant intimacy that parents and 
children can curl up with.

Sweet but not saccharine, this title covers the usual ter-
ritory in a simple tribute to dads. (Picture book. 2-5)

MY SISTER’S STALKER
Springer, Nancy
Holiday House  (128 pp.) 
$16.95  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-8234-2358-3  

Sixteen-year-old Rig is a reluctant hero 
when he seeks to discover who is obsessed 
enough with his sister to set up a website 
about her and possibly do something more 
dangerous.

Rig and his sister Karma were once 
close, but when their parents divorced, Karma remained with 
their dad and Rig with their mom, and the two drifted apart. 
Now Karma is in college, and even though Rig tries to stay 
in touch, Karma seems even busier than she was as a popular 
high-school student. When Rig comes across a website devoted 
to his sister, he suspects someone is stalking Karma and that 
she could be in danger. His flighty mother is unable to see the 
problem, so he turns to his father. Their relationship is strained, 
but Mr. Ebro is as alarmed as Rig, and the two quickly head 
for Karma’s small college town. Despite their presence, they are 
unable to halt the stalker’s determination to take Karma and 
perhaps cause harm. The police are reluctant to follow Rig’s 
suggestions, so it’s up to him and his family to protect Karma. 
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This is a simplistic thriller with pacing that makes it suitable 
for reluctant readers. The plot is predictable, as is the family 
dynamic. Rig, though, a lonely obsessive teen who fears he has 
too much in common with the lonely stalker, is an interesting 
character who lifts the story and demonstrates how there can 
be similarities between a villain and a hero.

An undemanding read for fans of slim, fast-paced mys-
teries. (Thriller. 12 & up)

UNDER THE BAOBAB TREE
Stiegemeyer, Julie
Illus. by Lewis, E.B.
Zonderkidz (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-310-72561-9  

A brother and sister travel to a special gathering under a 
gigantic baobab tree in this quiet, beautifully illustrated story 
set in a rural area of an unnamed African country.

The siblings walk together down a dusty road on their way 
to a nearby village, where the large baobab tree is located. The 
story relates different events that happen under the tree: a visit 
from the market wagon, elders meeting to discuss village busi-
ness, a storyteller recounting tales of heroes. A repeated refrain 
builds anticipation: “But who will gather today under the bao-
bab tree?” During their journey, the children spot some intrigu-
ing sights such as gazelle around a watering hole and a termite 
mound. When they reach the baobab tree at last, they join 
other people waiting under the tree, and it gradually becomes 
apparent that this is an outdoor church service with just the 
basic elements: “a cross and a Bible, a pastor and songs, voices 
and prayers.” Evocative watercolor illustrations make effective 
use of sunlight and shadows to create a warm, realistic world 
that shimmers in the African heat.  

A subtle, captivating glimpse of another way of life, 
with a regrettably generalized author’s note about the sig-
nificance of the baobab tree in African culture. (Picture book/
religion. 4-8)

NEIL FLAMBÉ AND THE 
CRUSADER’S CURSE
Sylvester, Kevin
Illus. by Sylvester, Kevin
Simon & Schuster  (304 pp.) 
$12.99  |  May 8, 2012
978-1-4424-4286-3 
Series: Neil Flambé Capers, 3 

This mystery/adventure, third in the 
series, begins in Vancouver, Canada, then 
takes a side trip to Paris, leaving a trail of 

amusement and mayhem.
On his 15th birthday, Neil Flambé is re-opening his restau-

rant, Chez Flambé, when a curse that has beset generations of 
Flambés sets in, initiating mayhem. This action-packed story 

includes poisoning, explosions, booby-trapped kitchen equip-
ment and other unpleasant events aimed at ruining Neil’s 
reputation. Mysterious happenings include the appearance of 
an old family cookbook, a vanquished adversary demanding 
a second cooking duel and the discovery that a neighboring 
restaurant is occupied only by a motion sensor and hundreds 
of rats. Attempting to discover the origin of the sabotage and 
solve multiple mysteries, Neil is joined by his cousin, friends 
and well-meaning colleagues who are developed just enough to 
propel the story forward but whose names are often hilarious. 
Although this book can stand on its own, readers are advised to 
read the series in order.

This is a funny book, chock full of action, slapstick, 
puns and eccentrics. Fans of the first two will eat it up. 
(Mystery. 12-14)

COCK-A-DOODLE DANCE!
Tricarico, Christine
Illus. by Deas, Rich
Feiwel & Friends  (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 22, 2012
978-0-312-38251-3  

Life on the farm is positively “Cock-
a-Doodle DULL” until Rooster catches 
a jitterbug that starts the whole barn a 

shakin’ and a rollin’.
“The chickens do / the cha-cha, / as the dogs begin / ballet, 

/ and shimmy sheep / don’t stop their / swing until / the light 
of day.” Barnyard beats and dancing livestock tales are a dime 
a dozen, but this snappy rhythm is enough to carry readers, 
regardless of originality. (It’s super fun to read aloud.) However, 
the farm animals can’t fully surrender to a life of dance and 
ignore their responsibilities. The eggs have become scrambled, 
the milk has curdled and the farm is a mess. The only thing left 
to do is “Cock-a-Doodle CLEAN UP!” Deas’ energetic animals 
look like they’ve danced straight out of Looney Tunes, with 
Rooster and his slick, rockabilly hair/comb leading the way. 
Action words like “pivot,” “pounce” and “prance” (extra points 
for alliteration) are mixed in with a variety of dances from all 
different eras. A glossary at the back describes some of the steps 
and history in further detail.

This romp may be slight in plot, but it’s overflowing in 
clever wordplay. (Picture book. 4-7)
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THREE TIMES LUCKY 
Turnage, Sheila
Dial (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 10, 2012
978-0-8037-3670-2  

What do you get when you combine 
Because of Winn-Dixie’s heart with the 
mystery and action of Holes? You get an 
engaging, spirit-lifting and unforgettable 
debut for young readers.

Turnage introduces readers to the 
homey yet exotic world of Tupelo Landing, N.C., well-popu-
lated with one-of-a-kind characters. A stranger with justice on 
his mind has just arrived in town, and Hurricane Amy is on its 
way. Rising sixth-grader Mo LoBeau leads the cast through a 
series of clues as the whole town tries to figure out who among 
them might be a murderer. The novel’s opening lines reveal the 
unflappable Mo LoBeau as a latter-day Philip Marlowe: “Trou-
ble cruised into Tupelo Landing at exactly seven minutes past 
noon on Wednesday, the third of June, flashing a gold badge 
and driving a Chevy Impala the color of dirt.” This is the first 
of many genius turns of phrases. Pairing the heartbreaking sad-
ness of children who don’t get their fair share from parents with 
the hilarity of small-town life, Turnage achieves a wickedly awe-
some tale of an 11-year-old girl with more spirit and gumption 
than folks twice her age. Mo LoBeau is destined to become a 
standout character in children’s fiction.

Readers may find they never want to leave Tupelo Land-
ing. (Mystery. 10-14)

A LITTLE BOOK  
OF SLIME
Everything That  
Oozes, from Killer  
Slime to Living Mold
Twist, Clint
 Firefly  (80 pp.)  
$9.95  |  May 1, 2012 
978-1-77085-006-4  

For readers fond of the disgusting, Twist provides a lively 
introduction to slime in the natural world.

From pond slime and red tide to phlegm and living snot 
mold, the author surveys the slick, sticky substance produced 
by living organisms for protection, digestion, defense and more. 
In some cases the organism itself is the slime. This disparate 
material has been organized into three sections: “Slimy Stuff in 
Water,” “Slimy Stuff on Land” and “Other Slimy Stuff.” Short 
snappy segments of informal text face full-page, full-bleed 
color photographs. Additional photos bring organisms close-
up: a sea cucumber’s feeding tentacles; droplets of cane toad 
poison; the spore-bearing slime of the lattice stinkhorn. The 
yuck effect is heightened by a design that includes a dripping 
blue or green top border, occasional blobs on the page and a 

“slime-o-meter” rating. Middle-grade and middle-school readers 

may well be acquainted with the slippery surface of a jellyfish 
or frog, though they may not have connected that substance 
with their own saliva. But colonies of amoebae that creep and 
crawl are the stuff of science fiction. The natural world has 
plenty of surprises! A helpful glossary defines terms bolded in 
the text. There’s an index but no sources or suggestions for fur-
ther research for those who want more (and what kid wouldn’t?).

Still, this small title has big appeal. (Nonfiction. 9-15)

I SAW A PEACOCK   
WITH A FIERY TAIL
Urveti, Ramsingh &  
Yamakami, Jonathan
Tara Publishing  (56 pp.) 
$17.50  |  May 15, 2012
978-93-80340-14-2  

Creative worlds collude and collide 
in this contemporary rendering of a well-
known 17th-century English poem.

Seldom does a book review address a 
book’s design, but in this visual stunner 

from publisher Tara, the literal setting of the words is as key to 
the volume’s success as are its text and illustrations. Urveti, an 
acclaimed artist from Madhya Pradesh in central India, chooses 
for his subject an oft-anthologized anonymous c.-1665 “trick” 
poem, depicting the wily text with ravishingly detailed black-
and-white pen-and-ink drawings in a style typical of Gond 
tribal art. The other third of this global collaboration is Brazil-
ian designer Yamakami’s exquisitely thoughtful setting of the 
12-line poem, which highlights the reflexivity of the six cou-
plets. The meanings of these couplets can be gleaned reading 
each line with the rhyme from beginning to end, or—the tricky 
part—against it, from the middle of one line to the middle of 
the next. Take, for example, the poem’s opening: “I saw a peacock 
with a fiery tail / I saw a blazing comet drop down hail / I saw a 
cloud….” Through the use of intricate die cuts, Yamakami subtly 
leads readers from a spread featuring a plumped-up peacock to 
the image of a comet with its “fiery tail” of metaphorical “hail,” 
then onto a cloud dropping the more literal icy phenomenon. 
These careful cuts draw readers through the work from cover 
to cover, brilliantly underscoring both the poem’s dizzying, 
dreamlike essence and its thematic obsession with the subjec-
tive nature of seeing.

Indian folk art triumphantly meets 17th-century Eng-
lish trick verse in this sophisticated graphic venture fit for 
middle graders on up. (Picture book/poetry. 10 & up)
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COPPERNICKEL  
GOES MONDRIAN
van Reek, Wouter
Illus. by van Reek, Wouter
Enchanted Lion Books  (40 pp.) 
$15.95  |  May 14, 2012
978-1-59270-119-3  

A red-hoodie–sporting, upright-
standing bird (or possibly weasel) named 

Coppernickel (Coppernickel: The Invention, 2008) and his dimin-
utive pet dog follow artist Piet Mondrian though a progression 
of changes in their setting, time period and bodies.

Quickstep (aka Mondrian), who has a full beak and approxi-
mates an upright-standing bird more than Coppernickel does, 

“is looking for the future.” Coppernickel presumes that “If you 
just wait, the future will arrive anyway,” but Quickstep disagrees: 

“[I]f we stand around waiting, nothing will change…. Things 
will only get older. I’m looking for the new.” Quickstep’s dog 
can “smell the future” and they’re off. Left-hand trees mimic 
Mondrian’s early organic naturalism; as Coppernickel (pursu-
ing Quickstep) traverses a horizontal landscape scroll, the trees 
shift subtly into roadside telegraph poles—or late-Mondrian 
grid-style trees. Coppernickel reaches a packed, bustling city. 
Gorgeous tiny rectangles tile the subway as Mondrian’s famous 
primary colors and grid patterns begin to dominate. Compo-
sition varies dynamically; the scene moves from city blocks 
to Mondrian’s spare 1940s apartment. Music emerges from a 
turntable in lively primary-colored rectangles, becoming Mon-
drian’s famous painting Victory Boogie Woogie, and even the four 
characters end up geometrically stylized.

Surreal but fascinating, visually jazzy but conceptually 
cryptic, this will work for older readers who like primary 
colors, geometric art or the philosophical notion of the 
future. (author’s note) (Picture book/art. 7–10)

A TROUBLESOME BOY
Vasey, Paul
Groundwood  (232 pp.) 
$16.95  |  paper $9.95  |  $9.95 e-book
May 15, 2012
978-1-55498-154-0
978-1-55498-155-7 paperback
978-1-55498-201-1 e-book  

When 14-year-old Teddy is classified 
as troublesome, disrespectful and defiant 

of authority, his despised stepfather sends him off to St. Ignatius 
Academy for Boys, an isolated Roman Catholic boarding school.

St. Iggy’s is run by priests who ruthlessly enforce discipline 
through intimidation and abuse. Narrator Teddy befriends the 
wisecracking, Wordsworth-loving Cooper. The boys use their 
wits and humor to cope, but the endless beatings and humilia-
tions take their toll, especially on the fragile Cooper. He reaches 
his breaking point when he becomes the victim of Father Prince, 
a pedophile. Teddy watches helplessly as Cooper withdraws 

into his own private nightmare, and Prince targets Teddy him-
self as his next victim. The only positive adult relationship the 
boys have at school is with the janitor, who takes them to his 
farmhouse outside of town on Saturdays to enjoy a brief period 
of normalcy. The priests are either bullies or predators; even 
Brother Joe, who seems sympathetic to Teddy, betrays his trust. 
Although set in a well-realized 1959, Vasey’s brisk, sharply writ-
ten, riveting narrative transcends any time period.

A vivid, disturbing and all-too-real topical story. (His-
torical fiction. 14 & up)

LIVING WITH MOM  
AND LIVING WITH DAD
Walsh, Melanie
Illus. by Walsh, Melanie
Candlewick  (40 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Jun. 1, 2012
978-0-7636-5869-4  

Her parents may be divorced, but 
this little girl’s family is anything but broken.

Sometimes she lives with her mom, and sometimes with 
her dad, and clever lift-the-flap design juxtaposes how things 
are in one home versus the other. On her birthday, the girl’s 
mother makes a cake, and the flap lifts to show her dad tak-
ing her bowling. Another spread reads, “Sometimes my dad 
takes me camping on the weekend…” and the flap lifts to reveal 
that sometimes her mom takes her “to see the animals at the 
farm.” Other pages show joint activities—both parents attend 
a school play, and both are included in a photo album that the 
girl can look at if she misses one of them. This last point firmly 
situates the family’s co-parenting arrangement on the side of 
the child, as does the fact that she freely brings favorite toys 
between homes. Despite this laudable content and its charm-
ing, simple, acrylic illustrations, the book lacks careful pacing. 
It begins and ends on the endpapers, resulting in a cramped feel-
ing, and culminates in a rushed ending with pictures of friends 
and family who also love the little girl.

Even with this misgiving, this is a necessary and acces-
sible treatment of a common family constellation. Recom-
mended for children of divorce and for others seeking to 
understand diverse family structures. (Picture book. 2-6)
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treatment of a common family constellation.”

from  living with mom and living with dad



INFINITY
Ward, Rachel
Chicken House/Scholastic  (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $17.99 e-book  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-545-35092-1
978-0-545-44302-9 e-book 
Series: Numbers, 3 

A trilogy that began in the recogniz-
able present concludes in a post-apocalyp-
tic dystopic England, 17 years from now.

Adam—the child conceived in trag-
edy in Numbers (2010)—is a father now himself, caretaker to 
his girlfriend Sarah’s daughter Mia. Like so many other former 
Londoners, this young family lives in the woods, surviving by 
hunting after the devastating earthquake that destroyed their 
society. But Adam is different from everyone else in this ravaged 
England, because he’s the wild-eyed prophet who predicted 
the Chaos. Adam sees the potential death date of everyone he 
looks at, a curse that makes him valuable to dangerous people. 
When a paramilitary group kidnaps Mia, Adam has no choice 
but to put himself in their hands. In alternating chapters, Sarah 
and Adam describe their experiences, first in the woods and 
then with their tormentors. Whom can they trust? What is 
the extent of Adam’s power—and perhaps of Mia’s? The post-
apocalyptic setting has limited realism (with England’s woods 
thick enough to support many surviving Londoners on a diet 
of venison), and Mia’s little-girl babble tends toward the twee.

A little violent, a little supernatural, a little mysterious, a 
lot sentimental; fans of the trilogy won’t be disappointed as 
this story edges toward magical thriller. (Science fiction. 13-16)

A WORLD OF FOOD
Discover Magical  
Lands Made of  
Things You Can Eat!
Warner, Carl
Illus. by Warner, Carl
 Abrams (32 pp.)  
$17.95  |  May 1, 2012 
978-1-4197-0162-7  

Peek into worlds where the trees are made of broccoli and 
the clouds of sweet meringue.

Warner’s monochromatic photographed landscapes, con-
structed from an astounding array of edible items, take center 
stage in this offering. He begins with a yellow landscape in 
which a beach, pyramids, trees and a hot-air balloon are con-
structed from couscous, rice, beans, cheese and pasta. The 
image takes up three-quarters of a two-page spread, with half of 
a single page devoted to rhyming verse that describes the image. 
Other photographs include a gray landscape made mostly of 
mushrooms, a delectable chocolaty-brown image featuring a 
train, with cocoa-powder hills in the distance, and a disquieting 
red landscape presenting mountains made of raw meat and a 
scorpion of peppers. Kids and adults alike will marvel at these 

painstakingly assembled and composed photos, eagerly iden-
tifying the foods that make up the details of the landscapes. 
While the accompanying verse names some of the foods, which 
is good way to get kids to begin hunting for items in the images, 
it seems forced and awkward in several instances, serving only 
to detract from the featured landscape.

Good for one-on-one sharing or paired with titles such 
as Saxton Freymann’s Fast Food (2006) for a festive, food-
themed storytime. (list of foods portrayed in each photo) 
(Picture book. 4-8)

THE SECRET OF  
THE GINGER MICE
Watts, Frances
Illus. by Francis, David
Running Press  (304 pp.) 
$12.95  |  May 1, 2012
978-0-7624-4410-6 
Series: The Song of the Winns, 1 

In this first book of The Song of the 
Winns trilogy, mouse siblings try to res-
cue their missing brother and become 

perilously embroiled in political intrigue involving ginger mice.
Since their parents disappeared four years ago, mouse trip-

lets Alex, Alice and Alistair have lived with their aunt and uncle 
in southern Shetlock, where Alistair’s ginger fur marks him as dif-
ferent, “like no other mouse he had ever seen.” One night Alistair 
mysteriously vanishes and reappears atop a ginger mouse named 
Tibby Rose in Souris, a country north of Shetlock. Determined 
to return to Shetlock, Alistair and Tibby discover their ginger fur 
brands them as dangerous spies from Gerander, a border coun-
try inhabited by ginger mice and home to FIG, a secret resis-
tance organization intent on restoring Gerander’s independence. 
While Alistair and Tibby flee south on a raft and eventually join 
a pirate crew, Alex and Alice search for Alistair and are pursued 
and captured. Fast-moving action alternates between Alistair and 
Tibby’s capers and those of Alex and Alice. Armed with knowl-
edge of their Gerander roots, the four anthropomorphic heroes 
prepare to join FIG and face future danger with panache. Pen-
and-ink spot art highlights chapter details.

These latest mouse heroes promise more ripping, grip-
ping mystery and adventure. (map) (Fantasy. 8-12)

8 7 8   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 1 2   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s  &  t e e n   |   k i r k u s r e v i e w s . c o m   |  

“A little violent, a little supernatural, a little mysterious,  
a lot sentimental; fans of the trilogy won’t  

be disappointed as this story edges toward magical thriller.”
from  infinity



KEVIN THINKS
… About Outer Space, 
Confusing Expressions  
and the Perfectly  
Logical World of  
Asperger Syndrome
Watts, Gail
 Illus. by Watts, Gail 
Jessica Kingsley Publishers  (32 pp.)  
$16.95  |  May 1, 2012 
978-1-84905-292-4   

In this Australian import, Kevin, a grade schooler with 
Asperger Syndrome takes the world too literally, a problem 
depicted in brief language and simple illustrations.

Kevin, like everyone in this effort, looks a lot like a soup can 
with arms and legs—not particularly attractive. Each spread 
presents a statement summarizing his view of the world: “Kevin 
thinks that shopping centres are too bright, too noisy and boring.” 
On many pages a second sentence offers an often ironic comment 
that contrasts sharply with the boy’s point-of-view: “—but he can 
always find something to do there.” The accompanying illustra-
tion shows Kevin obliviously hidden under a rack of clothing 
watching television while a store worker reassures his panicked 
mother and a police officer takes a missing-child report. Another 
page reports that Kevin believes he isn’t very good at dancing. It 
shows the rest of his class partnered up, but Kevin has his finger 
up his nose, leaving his partner and teacher clearly repulsed. If 
this effort is aimed at children with Asperger, they may find some 
depictions offensive. If other children are the intended audience, 
there’s a risk of fostering more bullying and mockery.

If shared one on one as a jumping-off point for discus-
sion, some Asperger children may find this effort amusing, 
but it’s a poor choice otherwise. (foreword) (Picture book. 5-7)

ELEPHANT JOE,  
BRAVE KNIGHT!
Wojtowycz, David
Illus. by Wojtowycz, David
Random House  (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 26, 2012
978-0-307-93087-3  

Wee elephant and zebra buddies seem 
no match for a fearsome dragon and an evil 

knight, but looks can be deceiving.
It’s a sunny day at the castle, so Elephant Joe and his pal 

Zebra Pete go for a dip in the moat astride colorful inflatable ani-
mals. A loud cry for help sends them running to the castle. It’s the 
king—a pint-sized purple hippo—whose crown has been stolen 
by the Dark Knight. Joe and Pete set off immediately and soon 
arrive at the Enchanted Forest, whose trees are full of candy and 
cupcakes. At the Dark Knight’s castle, they find a crocodile dam-
sel in distress, but before they can rescue her, they’re attacked 
by an enormous red dragon. With cool heads, the duo subdues 
the beast with a tickle and a sincere “Please.” In no time, they’re 

inside the castle, where the tables are turned and the Dark 
Knight (who has devilishly impersonated said damsel) escapes 
after imprisoning them. Luckily, the dragon has a spare key, and 
wings! He flies his new friends quickly to the castle, where they 
recover the crown. Both Joe and Pete are knighted and feted with 
a feast. Wojtowycz’s digital-collage illustrations are a riot of bold 
colors and interesting shapes. A frog who looks like a green candy 
kiss offers snarky asides throughout.

Blithe adventure for tiny heroes-to be. (Picture book. 3-6)

DUST GIRL
Zettel, Sarah
Random House  (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $10.99 e-book  |  PLB $20.99
Jun. 26, 2012
978-0-375-86938-9
978-0-375-98318-4 e-book
978-0-375-96938-6 PLB 
Series: The American Fairy Trilogy, 1 

A mixed-race girl in Dust Bowl Kan-
sas discovers her long-lost father isn’t just 

a black man: He’s a fairy.
Callie has been passing as white her whole life, helping her 

Mama in rundown Slow Run, Kan. But now it doesn’t seem 
to matter that she keeps her “good skin” out of the sun and 
softens her “coarse” hair, because it seems everyone’s left the 
dust-choked town. Even Mama is gone now, vanished in a pre-
ternatural dust storm that summoned a strange man who tells 
Callie secrets of her never-met father. Soon Callie’s walking 
the dusty roads with Jack, a ragged white kid. If Callie’s dad is 
a fairy, then the two young’uns will just have to go to fairyland 
to find him. Callie and Jack dodge fairy politics and dangers, 
from grasshopper people to enchanted food to magic movie 
theaters—but the conventional dangers are no less threatening. 
Plenty of run-of-the-mill humans in 1935 Kansas don’t like black 
girls or beggars, hobos or outsiders. With a historical note and a 
Woody Guthrie soundtrack, this novel does a fine job of blend-
ing a splendidly grounded Dust Bowl setting with a paranormal 
adventure. It’s really too bad that the cover art depicts a white 
girl with flyaway hair, rather than Callie as written, a mixed girl 
who stops passing as white halfway through the story. Callie 
learns to be open about herself but her own cover art doesn’t. 

This cracking good mixture of magic and place will 
leave readers eagerly awaiting the sequel. (Fantasy. 12-14)
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i n t e r a c t i v e  e - b o o k s

AESOP’S TALES
Aesop
Translated by Hedley, Emma
Progetto Rosetta 
$2.99  |  Feb. 4, 2012  
1.0; Feb. 4, 2012

Shoddy, sloppy and badly translated, 
this collection of five fables is as baffling 
as it is crude.

Apparently “[translated] from Ancient Greek” by Casanova 
into Italian and then translated into English, according to the cred-
its page, this collection includes short, lightly animated versions of 

“The Fox and the Grapes,” “The Grasshopper and the Ants,” “The 
Lion and the Dolphin,” “The Fox and the Crow” and “The Tor-
toise and the Hare.” There’s no voice narration, which is a blessing, 
given the clunky, near-indecipherable text that accompanies each 
story. The conclusion of “The Fox and the Grapes,” for instance, 
offers this stunner of a garbled moral: “Those who do not succeed 
in realising their aims because they are not able to do so, often dis-
dain that which they did not succeed in doing.” Good luck parsing 
that one, kids. Most disturbingly, each tale of wretched animals in 
moral quandaries ends with a near-naked old man (Aesop, presum-
ably) whom readers must dress in order to unlock the moral. The 
old man shows up five times in five separate states of partial nudity, 
leaving readers to wonder if he may have a serious problem. Even 
apart from these significant problems, the app also suffers from 
poor navigation, lackluster artwork and leaps of logic too big to 
ignore even for a fanciful children’s app. For the record, lions and 
dolphins cannot shake hands.

It’s a mess, riddled with typos, botched wording and 
grating sound cues. The moral here is obvious: The person 
who fails to steer clear of this app will find much to regret. 
(iPad storybook app. 3-6)

THE COMET
Baldassarre, Ivano
Translated by Bianchi, Emma
Illus. by Glioti, Andrea 
bitLuna 
$1.99  |  Feb. 13, 2012  
1.0; Feb. 13, 2012

Three kids—Anna, Gino and Mark—
are stressed out by the demands of mod-

ern student life and the distractions of the digital age. Their 
lives are therefore improved when a passing comet renders all 
the technology in their town of Sourapple useless.

The friends find that they’d rather go outside, making out 
shapes from clouds and playing hide and seek. It’s a nice message, 
shown in simplified, modern cartoon art and well-executed sound 

effects that represent many of our modern conveniences as annoy-
ing, bleating boxes. The app’s art style and sprightly interactive ele-
ments are nearly enough to make readers forget that every page 
is burdened with far too much redundant, overwritten text. Mark, 
for instance, “was a busy bee! He had school in the mornings, fol-
lowed by afternoon lessons for violin, swimming and French. Not 
to forget football training and his school homework of course!” 
The English narrator is a young boy, an effect that is charming at 
first, then increasingly grating as the text goes on and on (and on). 
There’s also a set of navigation icons that, confusingly, move to dif-
ferent parts of the page depending on the scene. The app is stuffed 
with extras, from coloring pages to videos; “The Comet Song,” pre-
sented with lyrics, is as catchy as it is endless.

The irony of a story about digital distraction presented 
on the iPad won’t be lost on readers, and, like a lot of the tech-
nology we have that’s unaffected by passing comets, the app 
itself is a bit of a mixed blessing. (iPad storybook app. 3-7)

BUFO’S MUSIC
Baldisserotto, Zak
Illus. by Zeta, Roberta
Kite Edizioni Srl 
$4.99  |  Feb. 19, 2012  
1.2; Feb. 19, 2012

Music changes a toad’s life.
Poor, sweet Bufo. For a toad he’s just 

flat out of luck. With slow reflexes and bad 
eyesight, he’s the butt of all the other toads’ jokes. But one day, in 
a chance meeting with some musical insects, Bufo begins a leap of 
discovery that changes everything. This tender toad story engages 
from the get-go, with original music throughout, Zeta’s textured, 
childlike illustrations and interactive bonbons on every page. 
Toads leap and catch dragonflies; stars twinkle and have songs of 
their own; a virtual chorus of insects provides its own soundtrack. 
Although the narrative is amateurishly written and runs a bit text-
heavy at times, there’s plenty to slide, tap, swipe and move around 
on the pages of Bufo’s world, so his story doesn’t lose momentum. 
Clever, well-timed sound effects enhance the story, and the naviga-
tion is swing-in-a-hammock easy.

All toads considered, this is a story for the misfit in all 
of us. (iPad storybook app. 3-8)

THE GARDEN OF EDEN
BelugaBloo
BelugaBloo 
$1.99  |  Feb. 21, 2012  
1.0; Feb. 21, 2012

Another ho-hum, didactic Bible 
story warning kids about the dangers of 
disobedience.

This adaptation of the Genesis pas-
sage about the Garden of Eden sticks pretty close to the Bibli-
cal text. God creates Adam and Eve. One day Eve is picking fruit 
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for dinner and meets an “evil talking snake” that aims to “ruin 
all good things!” Wanting to be as powerful as God is, Eve takes 
home a forbidden apple for dinner and God eventually pun-
ishes the couple for eating what they weren’t supposed to. The 
overall visual aesthetic is quite pleasant, with bold, collagelike 
illustrations that burst with color. Unfortunately, aside from a 
loop of Mozart’s Eine Kleine Nachtmusik, that’s about all this app 
has to offer in terms of creativity and distinctiveness. Interac-
tions consist of a few animals and clouds that barely move when 
tapped or swiped (indicated by blinking yellow arrows) and one 
page where Adam can be softly ricocheted around the screen. 
When they realize they’re unclothed (sans anatomically correct 
body parts) they exclaim, “ewww [sic]! You’re naked!” and “Go 
put some clothes on!” In “read by myself ” mode, each screen 
opens with a crumpled sheet of paper covered in text, which 
disappears when tapped, revealing the illustration. There are 
also autoplay and “read to me” options.

Preachy, homogenous and bland. (iPad storybook app. 2-5)

A FRIEND TO THE RESCUE
Carson, David
Illus. by Carson, David
Jolly Bubble 
$1.99  |  Mar. 3, 2012  
1.0; Mar. 3, 2012

Written over a decade ago when 
the author was 10 and evidently never 
revised, this aquatic app sinks under the 

combined weight of clumsy prose and a severely limited suite of 
rudimentary special effects.

The plot is rudimentary too. With help from a sea turtle and 
other friends (plural in the story, if not the title), a lost baby whale 
eludes sharks by hiding behind a “giant piece of corral [sic],” then 
rejoins his mother at last. In each sparely detailed cartoon scene, 
tapping five buttons shaped like shells or other sea life will cause 
as many random nautical facts to drop into view. These range 
from the uselessly broad “50-80% of all life on earth [sic] is found 
in the ocean,” to an awkwardly phrased claim that the “deepest 
spot in the ocean is the Mariana Trench and is approximately 
35,797 feet deep in the Pacific Ocean.” Tapping anywhere else on 
any screen causes bubbles to appear with loud bloops, which is 
the only other interactive feature. There is no audio narration or 
music, nor options for paging backward or even for starting over.

Extensive editing and a major software upgrade might 
raise this wreck, but it will take more than that to keep it 
afloat. (iPad storybook/informational app. 6-8)

WORLD ATLAS
Crane, Nick
Illus. by Dean, David 
Barefoot Books 
$7.99  |  Mar. 15, 2012  
1.1.0; Mar. 15, 2012

Animations and clever enhancements 
give this elementary atlas more flash than 
its print version (2011), but the content 

remains skimpy and poorly organized.
Built around a really quite cool cartoon globe that can be 

rotated at will, the app allows viewers to zoom in on any area or 
country. A tap opens a fact box that contains an animated national 
flag, basic information such as land area, capital city and (with 
location settings turned on) “Distance From Me.” There is also 
a handful of environmental facts such as average CO2 emissions 
per head and current weather (presumably in said capital). Audio 
narration and a snatch of localized music are optionally avail-
able as well. Alternatively, countries or world regions can also be 
selected through searchable lists linked to a corner icon or visited 
alphabetically using arrows at the bottom. In addition, tapping 
on any of the dozens of small buildings, flora or fauna, objects and 
human figures that festoon the globe opens a box with a link to 
a photo and an assortment of facts, albeit not always clearly pre-
sented ones. The “Brahman cattle” icon, for instance, indicates 
that though they are “[o]riginally from India, these cattle are now 
popular around the world,” without explaining exactly why it’s 
wandering across Brazil. There are no political boundaries except 
for country borders, and those are hard to find even at full zoom.

Not useful for reference, though an enticing plaything 
for younger armchair travelers. (iPad informational app. 5-8)

LET THE THINKING BEGIN!
Leask, Amy
Illus. by Hughes, Mark
Enable Training and Consulting, Inc. 
$3.99  |  Dec. 9, 2011  
1.0; Dec. 9, 2011

A slightly buggy but enticing introduc-
tion to philosophy, based on the first of a 
print series published in Canada (2011).

Squired by Sophia, an extroverted child resembling Dora the 
Explorer, young enquirers not only get exposure to broad defini-
tions and basic ground rules for “Doing Philosophy”—meaning 
thinking about or discussing important ideas in systematic, civi-
lized ways—but considerable drilling down into the topic, too. She 
lays out the purviews of metaphysics, epistemology, ethics and 
other branches of the discipline in simple but specific language. 
This is followed by introductions to five prominent practitioners 
(“Hannah Arendt here, and boy, oh boy, did I learn a lot of impor-
tant things from philosophy!”) with overviews of their distinc-
tive “fave subjects.” The app closes with a list of 13 brain benders 
like “What does it mean for something to be ‘normal’?” Aside 
from two screens of appended historical and geographical sliders 
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“A slightly buggy but  
enticing introduction to philosophy…”

from  let the thinking begin!



b o o k s  i n  
c o n t i n u i n g  s e r i e s

with pop-up texts that are only fitfully functional, this quick but 
informative tour scores high for its overall design, easy navigation, 
optional audio and cartoon illustrations highlighted by caricatures 
livened up with small animations. And where else will readers learn 
that “Jean-Paul Sartre was afraid of being chased by lobsters”? 

An airy but far-from-superficial spin past Big Ques-
tions and some of the thinkers who have tackled them. (col-
oring page) (iPad informational app. 10 & up)
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SNIVEL
The Fifth  
Circle of Heck
Basye, Dale E.
Illus. by Bob Dob
Random House (448 pp.)
$16.99  |  PLB $19.99
May 22, 2012
ISBN: 978-0- 375-86834-4
PLB: 978-0-375-96834-1
(Fantasy. 9-13)

THE PUZZLER’S 
MANSION
The Puzzling World  
of Winston Breen, #3
Berlin, Eric
Putnam (288 pp.)
$16.99  |  May 10, 2012
ISBN: 978-0-399-25697-4
(Fiction. 8-12)

THE BEAST OF 
BASKERVILLE
Deadtime Stories
Cascone, Annette & Gina
Starscape (192 pp.)
$14.99  |  May 1, 2012
ISBN: 978-0-7653-3067-3
(Horror. 8-12)

LADYBUG GIRL  
AND BINGO
Ladybug Girl, #7
Davis, Jacky
Illus. by David Soman
Dial (40 pp.)
$16.99  |  May 10, 2012
ISBN: 978-0-8037-3582-8
(Picture book. 3-5)

THE CASE OF THE 
RUBY SLIPPERS
First Kids  
Mysteries, #3
Freeman, Martha
Holiday House (124 pp.)
$16.95  |  May 1, 2012
ISBN: 978-0-8234-2409-2
(Mystery. 7-10)

FINALLY & FOREVER
Katie Weldon, #4
Gunn, Robin Jones
Zondervan (256 pp.)
paper $9.99  |  May 1, 2012
ISBN: 978-0-310-72971-6
(Fiction. 12 & up)

BACK AND DEADER 
THAN EVER
Monster High, #4
Harrison, Lisi
Poppy/Little, Brown (240 pp.)
$17.99  |  May 1, 2012
ISBN: 978-0-316-09917-2
(Paranormal. 12 & up)

JUST GRACE  
AND THE FLOWER 
GIRL POWER
Just Grace, #8
Harper, Charise Mericle
Illus. by the author
Houghton Mifflin (208 pp.)
$15.99  |  May 8, 2012
ISBN: 978-0-547-57720-3
(Fiction. 6-9)

THE DRAGON  
IN THE SEA
Dragon Keepers, #5
Klimo, Kate
Illus. by John Shroades
Random House (224 pp.)
$15.99  |  PLB $18.99
May 22, 2012
ISBN: 978-0-375-87065-1
PLB: 978-0-375-97065-8
(Fantasy. 8-12)

PHANTOM OF THE 
POST OFFICE
43 Old Cemetery 
Road, #4
Klise, Kate
Illus. by M. Sarah Klise
Harcourt (160 pp.)
$15.99  |  May 8, 2012
ISBN: 978-0-547-51974-6
(Suspense. 9-12)

PEARL AND WAGNER:
Five Days Till 
Summer
McMullan, Kate
Illus. by R.W. Alley
Dial (40 pp.)
$15.99  |  May 10, 2012
ISBN: 978-0-8037-3589-7
(Early reader. 5-8)

CREEPING WITH  
THE ENEMY
Langdon Prep, #2
Reid, Kimberly
Dafina (256 pp.)
paper $9.95  |  May 1, 2012
ISBN: 978-0-312-61480-5
(Mystery. 14 & up)

HAIR TODAY,  
GONE TOMORROW
Stella Batts, #2
Sheinmel, Courtney
Illus. by Jennifer A. Bell
Sleeping Bear (144 pp.)
$9.99  |  paper $5.99
Apr. 1, 2012
ISBN: 978-1-58536-189-2
paper: 978-1-58536-191-5
(Fiction. 5-9)

SEVEN LITTLE MICE 
GO TO THE BEACH
Seven Little Mice, #3
Yamashita, Haruo
NorthSouth (32 pp.)
$16.95  |  May 1, 2012
ISBN: 978-0-7358-4073-7
(Picture book. 4-8)
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indie
NOTES TO   
THE BELOVED
Bitting, Michelle
Sacramento Poetry  
Center Press  (92 pp.) 
$15.00 paperback  |  Jan. 15, 2012
978-0983136231  

Bitting (Good Friday Kiss, 2008, etc.) 
returns with earthy, adventurous and 
existential free verse.

Bitting is the rare poet who clearly 
understands that sublimity is never more than one overwrought 
image away from absurdity. Though clearly capable of the 
sublime, she is careful to counterbalance the sacred with the 
profane and the transcendent with the commonplace in craft-
ing what is, on the whole, a forcefully well-proportioned col-
lection. In “Mammary,” for instance, narrator and reader are 
transported by a chain of associations from the highway sights 
outside the narrator’s car to visions of her friend’s body as she 
undergoes a mastectomy. What begins as psychological free 
association grows increasingly mystical (and worshipful) as the 
narrator evokes Promethean suffering—“I imagine birds and 
flight / as the elliptical sweep of sharpness / cuts the pale sky of 
your chest, / steel beaks of surgical tools / carving out the flesh 
cream, / making smoke of tumor meat”—before resurrecting 
her friend’s breasts as “two blond angels, / flying out / beyond 
the moon’s milky scar” to “spread their innocence.” As counter-
weight to such moments of profound pathos, Bitting demysti-
fies some of life’s most hallowed experiences, such as in “Birth,” 
a darkly humorous portrayal of childbirth as a telescoping series 
of indignities in which a Demerol-injected mother on “a Jimi 
Hendrix acid trip” greets her “baby’s head galumphing / through 
the ravaged pit” with “a sphincter blast of feces.” Between these 
extremes, this collection covers a lot of ground—music, death, 
sex, family, autism, suicide, aging, food—but it always does so 
from the perspective of a thoroughly embodied narrator. There 
is a comfortable, even epicurean, egocentrism to Bitting’s nar-
rators that insists on the primacy of the sensual. In this way, and 
in the way her narrators respond to mortality by burrowing even 
further into their own skins, Bitting proves herself a sister poet 
to Anne Sexton, Sharon Olds and Sheryl St. Germain. Yet even 
with her range, lighter poems like “His Hat,” a comic come-on 
to Johnny Depp, sometimes feel like filler.

Not a perfect collection—but it comes close.
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Self-publishing has opened an incredible 
number of doors—not just for authors but 
for readers, too. With well over 1 million 
books self-published a year, those doors 
won’t be closing anytime soon. Of course 
the sheer quantity of self-published books 
is astounding—after all, everyone has a 
story to tell, and sharing that story with 
thousands, or even millions, of people has 
never been easier or less expensive—but 
what may be more surprising is the qual-
ity of self-published books ready to be dis-
covered. At Kirkus Indie, we’ve offered 
professional, unbiased reviews of self-
published books since 2005, so we’re inti-
mately aware of how great these books 
can be. Some have even earned Kirkus 
stars. So read on and visit kirkusreviews.
com/indie for an exciting look at books 
made possible by self-publishing.

9

NOTES TO THE BELOVED by Michelle Bitting  .......................... p. 883

THE DUKE DON’T DANCE by Richard Sharp  ............................ p. 887

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:
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THOMAS JEFFERSON,  
RACHEL & ME
Boody, Peter B.
Bartleby, Scrivener & Co.  (323 pp.) 
$16.99 paperback  |  $7.99 e-book
Feb. 19, 2012
978-1456347543   

In Boody’s supernatural debut, 
Thomas Jefferson returns from the dead 
to the 21st century.

Jack Arrowsmith recently lost his only 
son in a car accident and his wife to cancer. He yearns to recon-
nect with them in some way, so he returns to the place that holds 
his happiest family memories: Monticello. Thomas Jefferson lived 
and died at this self-designed Virginia estate, but his spirit never 
left, as Jack soon discovers. The former president appears to the 
ex-history teacher, inexplicably in corporeal form and still in every 
way the 18th-century statesman. Once Jack realizes that this is 
no reenactor, he contacts his son’s former girlfriend, Rachel, and 
insists she share this supernatural experience with him. The three 
form an unlikely bond as they tour America, introducing Jeffer-
son to modernity, the evolution of race relations and the history 
he never knew. When Rachel and Jefferson become romantically 
involved, Jack realizes that their connection was forged more than 
200 years ago: Jefferson has returned to resolve his past with Sally 
Hemings, the slave and lover who lives on in Rachel. Boody has 
written a wonderfully strange “what-if” story that demands a will-
ing suspension of disbelief. However, he has tempered the fantasti-
cal elements of supernatural fiction so that most of the novel reads 
true. It’s not hard to imagine an adventure with the dead president; 
a ghost impregnating a living being, however, tests an already tenu-
ous line. Yet Boody’s writing is so good, it’s easy to overlook this 
awkward bump. The author gives Jefferson a wholly authentic 
voice, with genuine dialogue that bears the stamp of a bygone era. 
Whatever the reader’s opinion of the third U.S. president, this Jef-
ferson is delightfully quirky, flawed yet sympathetic and fascinat-
ing. Jack is a likable, reliable liaison between the past and present, 
but Rachel’s personality seems trapped in time. She is introduced 
as a modern thinker, yet she succumbs to a servant’s sensibilities to 
satisfy Jefferson; it’s unnerving to watch a once-outspoken woman 
lose sight of herself as she appeals to social conventions that no 
longer exist. Overall, though, Boody’s novel cleverly introduces 
history to today’s technology, politics and economy.

An engrossing, haunting story about making up for lost time.

COLLECTING  
FOR BEGINNERS
Figler, Jeff
CreateSpace  (178 pp.) 
$33.28 paperback  |  Dec. 23, 2011
978-1461077435  

Figler, a long-time collector who’s 
written about his passion in mainstream 
and niche publications, provides a handy 
guide for what’s become a vocation for 
some and an avocation for many.

Beyond popular categories like baseball cards and other sports 
memorabilia, the author also delves into more esoteric areas like 
bobbleheads and thimbles. The book is full of sage counsel for 
beginning collectors, such as “You never, ever want to put your 
collectibles in an attic or basement,” where heat or dampness 
will eventually destroy them. Quirky anecdotes abound, such as 
the story behind the gum that comes in packs of baseball cards; 
it’s pink, the author writes, because that’s the only type of food 
coloring the first manufacturer happened to have on hand. Figler 
spices up the common sense advice he dishes out with fascinat-
ing factoids. Who knew that a set of Ty Cobb’s dentures sold for 
$7,475, or that two sticks of bubble gum once chewed by Arizona 
Diamondbacks outfielder Luis Gonzalez fetched $10,000? The 
author also lays out clear instructions for making the tough deci-
sions that most beginning collectors face: choosing what to col-
lect from an infinite universe of stuff, figuring out the value of 
particular items and where and how to buy them, and sorting 
out tomorrow’s collectibles from today’s clutter. Each chapter 
ends with a helpful review of the main points covered, although 
it would have been even better if Figler had appended an index 
to help readers more easily locate information about particular 
collecting interests. The text is littered with bad puns, such as 
“Be prepared to play hardball … for the hardball.” Sometimes he 
compounds this sin by telegraphing his foul plays on words with 
a parenthetical “(pun intended).” By the end of this slim volume, 
some readers may wish Figler had lost his penchant for punning 
in this otherwise clear, colorful and useful primer for collectors.

A breezy but thorough introduction to the pleasures 
and perils of collecting.

MILLIE THE MOUTH
French, Freddi
Paris Press  (64 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Nov. 18, 2011
9780986706615  

Twin siblings Sara and Paul discover a 
giant mouse named Millie in the fridge in 
French’s debut picture book.

Sara and Paul are bored with all their 
favorite games when Sara decides to get a drink. When she 
returns with a glass of juice, Sara announces that there’s a mouse 
“as big as a cat” in the fridge. A skeptical Paul investigates and dis-
covers that the remarkable mouse is not only larger than average 



|   k i r k u s r e v i e w s . c o m   |   i n d i e   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 1 2   |   8 8 5

but is also able to talk. The indignant mouse introduces herself 
as “a girl named Millie,” adding “Of course I talk! I’m a talking 
pro! I’m not an ordinary mouse, you know.” Soon, Millie ropes 
the twins into helping her bake a chicken potpie, using all the 
available ingredients in the house. These include rice, bananas, 
peas, a bag of potato chips, chocolate sauce, jam, ham, vinegar, 
“a nice fat prawn” and vanilla ice cream—but no chicken. The 
twins question Millie about the missing ingredient, but Mil-
lie shrugs off their concerns and confidently plows on. She stirs 
the strange concoction wildly, leading to a fun, surprise ending. 
French’s charming tale has an exuberance and wit that should 
delight any child. The big, brassy, enthusiastic personality of Mil-
lie will jump off the page; some readers will take to Millie as a 
much beloved partner in crime when she urges the twins not to 
tell their mother about dinner since “she’ll spoil the fun.” French’s 
simple but enchanting and expressive illustrations display the 
mischievous Millie in a variety of moods and poses. Lively and 
active, the drawings depict the entire story for children who can’t 
read, culminating in a humorous climax.

A delightful children’s tale with an engaging, larger-
than-life lead character.

PEARLS OF ASIA
A Love Story
Geiger, Lee
CreateSpace (248 pp.) 
$9.95 paperback  |  $0.99 e-book
Aug. 16, 2011
978-1463587567  

An unexpected romance blossoms 
during a murder investigation in Geiger’s 
debut mystery.

When anchorwoman Michelle Osher 
is found nearly decapitated in her expensive apartment, suspi-
cion focuses immediately on her husband, Paul. Police uncover 
a pattern of calls linking Paul to Sheyla Samonte, an entertainer 
at a nightclub called Pearls of Asia that features transgendered 
entertainers. Samonte quickly joins the suspect list when it is dis-
covered that she enjoyed a lavish lifestyle on Paul’s dime, leaving 
police to wonder whether she wanted a promotion from mistress 
to wife. When Samonte refuses to cooperate unless Homicide 
Inspector Mac Fleet takes her to brunch, Fleet knows he needs to 
regain control of the investigation. That’s easier said than done, 
as he grows increasingly infatuated with Samonte. Convinced of 
her innocence, Fleet devotes himself to finding the real killer. 
The ensuing investigation uncovers infidelities, betrayals and 
a host of people who might want Michelle Osher dead. Geiger 
centers much of the action on the Pearls of Asia entertainers, 
whom he generally portrays with emotional depth and complex-
ity. Occasionally, though, Geiger gives in to the temptation of 
cheap titillation and offers readers one-dimensional, hypersexual 
caricatures of the transgendered women. His writing style is 
similarly uneven. The book begins with snappy lines—“the gour-
met kitchen was bigger than his first apartment, and it looked 
as though it made more reservations than recipes” and “jalapeno 

and garlic was the best California combination since Beach and 
Boy”—but later in the story, the witticisms focus primarily on 
crude sexual innuendos (“does that mean I get to go down on your 
periscope?” or “[she] called me right as my Latin boyfriend was 
rolling over to give me ‘room service’”). However, these small mis-
steps do little to detract from the overall appeal of this fast-paced 
romp that has plenty of plot twists. Geiger deftly balances the 
murder investigation with the developing relationship between 
Fleet and Samonte until the book’s end, which rushes to a barely 
credible and somewhat unsatisfying resolution.

An enjoyable, intelligent read that triumphs over its 
minor shortcomings.

BLOOD AND WHISKEY
A Cowboy and  
Vampire Thriller
Hays, Clark and McFall, Kathleen
Pumpjack Press (362 pp.) 
$11.66 paperback  |  $4.99 e-book
May 1, 2012
978-0983820017  

Lizzie, Elita and the rest of the gang 
are back for blood in the second book of 
Hays and McFall’s (The Cowboy and the 
Vampire, 2010) series.

Following the climactic events of the first book, Lizzie 
Vaughan doesn’t get much of a breather. When a friend’s niece 
disappears, her Adamite (read: full-blooded human) boyfriend, 
Tucker, is still coming to terms with the fact that his woman is 
a vampire. While he leaves town to investigate, Lizzie is having 
trouble resisting the urge to kill, as the baby she carries—the 
one no one thought was possible—makes her hunger unbear-
able. Meanwhile, powerful elders are arriving in the western 
town of LonePine to decide if the prophecy has come true. Is 
Lizzie really their new queen, the one who can save vampire-
kind—or at least their own Messianic bloodline? Introducing 
racial issues isn’t the only adjustment the authors have made 
to the vampire mythos, but it’s more than just the details that 
set this series apart. Rather, it’s the way the authors utilize 
those details to create meaningful conflicts and world-altering 
choices for the characters. While a number of existentialist 
underpinnings give the series some depth, the book is first and 
foremost a thriller, upping the ante in every chapter as bullets 
fly and relationships strain under the weight of old loyalties 
and new revelations. In a way, it’s a shame more time isn’t spent 
exploring the existence of this meta world where conscious-
nesses wait out the daylight hours and immortality has all sorts 
of ramifications for human spirituality. But with strong writing, 
funny characters (no irony is lost on one vampiress who takes 
to sporting a “Future Farmers of America” jacket) and plenty of 
action, it’s hard to fault the authors for keeping the focus on a 
story this riveting.

Those who missed out on the first book will really have 
to hang on if they want to follow what’s happening, but it’s 
worth it for this tale of love and blood in the modern West.
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THE PROPHET’S SCRIBE
Kartal, Osman
CreateSpace  (362 pp.) 
$14.98 paperback  |  Feb. 20, 2012
978-1467950503  

Intricately crafted fiction woven 
from strands of the life of Mohammad, 
founder of Islam.

Over the past century, many great 
Western authors have used their writerly 
skills to fill in gaps in the Judeo–Christian 

tradition. Thomas Mann retells the story of Genesis’ Joseph in 
Joseph and His Brothers, Joseph Heller repackages the tales of King 
David in God Knows and a variety of authors—Robert Graves, 
Norman Mailer and José Saramago, to name a few—deliver 
refurbished versions of the gospel narrative. With his debut title, 
Kartal joins a small group of authors devoted to doing the same 
for Muslim tradition. The figure of Bahira—or Sergius—is a con-
tested one for both Christians and Muslims: Tradition has it that 
Sergius, a heterodox Christian monk, was the first man to real-
ize that Mohammad was a true prophet of God. For Muslims, 
Sergius’ revelation seems to prove that Christianity’s promise is 
fulfilled by Islam. For Christians, the fact that Sergius recognizes 
Mohammad’s gifts confirms Christianity’s superiority. These 
debates, however, are of secondary interest to Kartal, whose gor-
geous prose plays out the relationship between the two men in 
novel form. For Kartal and for the sources on which he relies, 
Sergius meets Mohammad when the latter is just a young boy. But 
where others dismiss the child’s shaking spells, Sergius acclaims 
them signs of the divine presence. Much of what follows is Kar-
tal’s invention, but as such, it is thoroughly engrossing. He writes 
with wit, concision and no small humor, and, while fictive, the 
novel is also thoroughly informative. In this excellent piece of 
religious invention, readers uninformed of the Muslim faith will 
learn much from the cast of characters surrounding the young 
prophet, as well as from tales of his youth and young adulthood, 
his loves and his losses.

An unorthodox but valuable introduction to the young-
est of the major Western monotheisms.

THE FIFTH KRAUT
Kohmstedt, Jeff
CreateSpace  (248 pp.) 
$12.00 paperback  |  $2.99 e-book
Jan. 1, 2012
978-1450579773  

Four teenagers navigate tough 
choices about their individual and collec-
tive futures in Kohmstedt’s coming-of-
age novel set in a 1990s Chicago suburb.

Eric “Ike” Eisenhower begins his 
senior year of high school much like many teenagers do: mak-
ing fun of the students stuck on school buses as he rides past 
in the passenger seat of a friend’s car. The Krauts, as Ike and 

his three childhood friends call themselves in a nod to their 
shared German heritage, are all instantly relatable characters. 
There’s K.C., the head-banging athlete with a mane of hair the 
ladies can’t wait to run their fingers through; Jack, the portly, 
gritty youth heavily influenced by his motorcycle-loving step-
father; and Tom, the perfect-attendance record holder with an 
affinity for hip-hop. Ike falls somewhere in the middle: empa-
thetic captain of the track team, street-smart and steadfastly 
loyal to his crew. But the Krauts’ dynamic changes when Ike’s 
creepy neighbor, Wally, makes his way into the group, first as the 
butt of a joke and then as Jack’s wingman when the other boys 
team up. Jack regards Wally as the fifth Kraut, but the others 
find Wally weird and unpleasant, especially when they discover 
more about him. Ultimately, Ike must learn how to balance his 
fractured friendships, an extremely needy girlfriend and a grow-
ing crush on a locker-mate—all while coping with the return of 
his lowlife father. Kohmstedt weaves each of the book’s numer-
ous subplots seamlessly into the main narrative. The prose is 
marked by well-paced action, smart structure and realistic, fully 
developed supporting characters. The author is particularly 
adept at creating authentic dialogue that would not seem out 
of place if overheard at a high school, with robust players who 
don’t stoop to clichéd stereotypes.

A well-crafted, believable story of youthful choices and 
adult consequences.

SOMEONE TRAVELING
Nicholson, Jane
AuthorHouse  (212 pp.) 
$24.99  |  paper $14.99  |  $3.99 e-book
Oct. 12, 2011
978-1467034784
978-1467034791 paperback  

Nicholson’s debut is a slim volume of 
personal essays that deal with the violent 
death of her beloved spouse.

Nicholson’s husband was one of five 
people murdered by a troubled graduate student at the University 
of Iowa in 1991. This heartfelt collection is a multilayered explo-
ration of that sudden loss. The essays that make up this book—its 
name taken from a Native American the author found pictured 
in a Wisconsin museum—serve as meditations on the shifting 
internal and external forces within the grieving process. Through 
the lens of a new widow figuring out how to live alone, the author 
explores ideas of losing oneself in home and identity, traveling 
anonymously and the comforts of myth and history. Consider-
ing that Nicholson’s evolution takes place against the backdrop 
of various physical therapies, counseling and support groups, her 
acknowledgement that writing is not therapy is crucial. Instead, 
as evidenced in this courageous and honest work, the author 
regards writing as the careful, conscious shaping of the truth of 
her experience for her audience. The reader follows Nicholson 
as she embarks on new journeys without her husband who was, 
poignantly, her high school sweetheart. The book’s final journey 
fittingly takes her into the life of a new partner, one that offers 

“[In] this courageous and honest work, the  
author regards writing as the careful, conscious shaping  

of the truth of her experience for her audience.” 
from  someone traveling



|   k i r k u s r e v i e w s . c o m   |   i n d i e   |   1 5  a p r i l  2 0 1 2   |   8 8 7

her the novel experience of being with someone who has also 
experienced losses and mistakes, and survived it. Often, Nichol-
son’s writing tends toward abstractions; those unfamiliar with the 
type of tragedy Nicholson has suffered might find it difficult to 
relate. Still, her skill with sensory detail serves as an anchor as she 
transports the reader through tragedy and triumph.

Despite its heart-wrenching subject matter, Nicholson 
offers a book punctuated by the joy of someone who has 
learned how to survive.

STRAW DOGS
Olatunde, Bolaji
AuthorHouse (568 pp.) 
$31.30 paperback  |  $12.52 e-book
Apr. 15, 2011
978-1456776060  

Not every suspense tale features 
among its main characters a Nigerian 
accounting student, a lightly fictional-
ized version of Frank Sinatra, a Chinese 
secret agent and Lucifer.

The story takes place in the late 1990s when Shola, an 
accounting student, is forced to abandon his comfortable life in 
Lagos after the country’s military regime targets his family for 
political reasons. Working as a waiter in a pretentiously upscale 
New York restaurant, he has a chance meeting with a Holly-
wood director who impulsively casts him as a slave in the Civil 
War drama she is filming. At the same time, Lucifer is trying 
to bring about the end of humanity by manipulating China and 
the United States into a nuclear confrontation. The two plot-
lines converge when Shola is accused of several gruesome acts of 
murder that were actually committed by one of Lucifer’s band 
of fallen angels. Olatunde’s writing is marked by a rambling, 
discursive style that may put some readers off; it’s not uncom-
mon for the action to be interrupted by a multipage aside about 
Chinese history, Nigerian university gangs or the JFK assassi-
nation. Sloppy editing impedes the flow of the narrative and 
several characters inexplicably change names over the course 
of the book. But the novel comes alive when it concentrates 
on Shola, whose neurotic, bemused and lightly misanthropic 
sensibility provides the first-person narration with humor and 
keen insight into Nigerian and American cultures. Early chap-
ters set in Nigeria are particularly effective at giving a wry, dead-
pan look at how a fiercely intelligent, somewhat self-absorbed 
young man manages to exist in a world of danger, dysfunction 
and limited options. Shola’s arrival in New York is well-observed 
and Olatunde also offers solid detail on day-to-day life, from the 
complex interplay of a large family in mourning to the chaos of 
Lagos bus stops. Sections dealing with the angels, spies and the 
intrigues of Lucifer’s plot are broader and less grounded in real-
ity but engaging nonetheless.

Olatunde’s lively imagination and wicked sense of 
humor maintain suspense and keep the plotline from tiring 
in this international, supernatural, semifarcical thriller.

YOUR SOUL IS ETERNAL
Non-Biblical Evidence
Rydell, Edmund 
Amazon Digital Services  (247 pp.) 
$0.99 e-book  |  Aug. 25, 2011  

A passel of thinkers, psychics and 
revived near-death patients attests to the 
immortality of the soul in Rydell’s (Of Love, 
2011, etc.) latest spiritual exploration.

Rydell cops to being a “practising Chris-
tian,” but inconsistencies in the Bible drive him to secular sources for 
assurance that the soul lives on in Heaven after the body dies. He 
examines a wide range of authorities—Socrates, Descartes and Wil-
liam James—who have offered up logical proofs of an incorporeal 
reality. Also featured are psychics—primarily the medium George 
Anderson—who channel messages from the beyond, and people 
who have made “direct contact” with ghosts. Rydell is especially 
impressed with survivors of near-death experiences who have gone 
into the light and returned to write about it, and with subjects who 
have been hypnotically regressed to the celestial interludes between 
their past lives. Their relentlessly detailed recollections of Heaven 
take up many pages. The author tries to reconcile Christianity with 
New Age spirituality, but many of the notions he embraces—like 
reincarnation and the unimportance of sin—will seem heretical 
to orthodox Christians. Skeptics may need even more convincing. 
Rydell insists that “scientific data … confirm” the immortality of the 
soul, but his argument rests on an uncritical acceptance of paranor-
mal phenomena and spiritualist authors, while sidestepping objec-
tions scientists and atheists raise against the notion of an afterlife. 
Yet the author cheerfully admits that he ignores opposing view-
points and “picks and chooses” his evidence. His exposition of this 
material is lucid, but in the end rather banal and dispiriting. Rydell 
envisions the afterlife as a realm of all-pervading light and joy, lovely 
flowers and majestic landscapes, and ceaseless learning on campuses 
where souls “graduate” to higher “levels.” During “recess breaks 
between classes” spirits can engage in “spontaneous conversation,” 
relax in “pools of vibrating, restorative liquid energy” and pass the 
time “dancing and singing in unison.”

A rapturous but unpersuasive compendium of New Age 
consolation.

THE DUKE   
DON’T DANCE
Sharp, Richard
CreateSpace  (262 pp.) 
$12.95 paperback  |  $4.99 e-book
Feb. 16, 2012
978-1467949163  

In this novel, a group of friends gath-
ers to pay respect to a retired Air Force 
major following his untimely death in an 
auto accident.

Sharp’s debut is a frame narrative of impressive scope and 
quality. Between the visitation and interment of Frank Miller, an 

“Stylistically, the novel unfolds by  
means of colorful dialogue  

and pungent observations typical of Henry James.” 
from the duke don’t dance
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SLICK!
Perlstein, David
iUniverse (252 pp.)
$16.95 Paperback
November 1, 2011
978-1462045457
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“The emperor is naked,” David Perlstein says 
over the phone on a Sunday morning. He’s channel-
ing the boy from Hans Christian Andersen’s “The 
Emperor’s New Clothes,” but what David is really 
talking about are the kind of strange truths that he 
says are the satirist’s job to lay bare to the rest of the 
world—if the world is willing to look. And David 
knows something about making people look: until 
his retirement five years ago, he made his living as a 
freelance advertising copywriter. His first published 
novel, Slick!, follows the beleaguered Bobby Gatling 
through a funny yet piercing take on American for-
eign policy in the Middle East and the hypocrisy of 
Gulf politics. Its deft blend of thoughtfulness and 
humor, a telltale sign of great satire, earned the book 
a Kirkus Star. Here, David talks with us about writ-
ing Slick!, choosing to self-publish and how Bobby 
limped into the spotlight.

Q: What was your goal with Slick!? To entertain, or to 
inspire political activism as well?

A: I would say the most important thing is to enter-
tain. To tell a good story so somebody can say, “Hey, I 
enjoyed that.” The second thing with a book like this 
is to tell a good story that has—I’m not talking about 
inspiring activism, but that might enlighten some 
people to take a look at the world with a slightly dif-
ferent viewpoint. Maybe you’ll be more open to see-
ing what’s really going on beneath the surface and 
to be more aware of the hypocrisy in our world and 
more aware of the issues. But the key is you’ve got to 
tell a good story. Otherwise you’ve got nothing but 
diatribe and it’s not worth the paper it’s printed on.

Q: With that in mind, are there parts you wish you could have 
included but that you took out for the sake of a better story?

A:  No, at the moment…Let me put it this way: 
there are elements of backstory that were in ear-
lier drafts that would have been nice to have that 
aren’t there now. But it doesn’t bother me because 
I look at writing a novel as doing an impressionist 
painting; you don’t have to say everything. You can 
suggest, and sometimes the suggestion is more real 
than the specific.

Q: As a retired American soldier working as a consul-
tant for the sultanate, Bobby has a great perspective on 
Moq’tar. How did you come up with his character?

A: Originally the story was going to involve a young 
guy in the State Department who had been sent 
to Moq’tar. Well-educated but relatively innocent 
in the ways of the world. And one of the things I 
had set up was an active-duty Army colonel, a very 
minor character that was going to walk over to this 

hotel and brief the young guy over dinner. And I 
wrote maybe two sentences—I don’t know where 
it came from—but suddenly he’s Bobby Gatling 
and he’s 6’5 and he’s walking with a limp. And I said 
no, it’s all about this guy. He has his own personal 
problems, but he’s also able to think about what is 
going on around him and to question when we don’t 
expect him to. I think of Bobby as the eye of the 
storm. He’s a career military man; why would he 
question things around him? But he’s us, or should 
be us, questioning what’s happening when he can 
see things are not being done correctly.

Q: What made you decide to self-publish Slick!?

A: Slick!, as I brought it out, represents six drafts. 
After draft four, I started to pursue agents. A few 
people wanted a look, but nobody wanted the whole 
thing. But I kept working on it. I decided that I’m 
nowhere with agents and it’s impossible to get into a 
publishing house without an agent so I’ll bring it out 
myself. With today’s print-on-demand and other 
digital capabilities, you can do that.

Q: But as a self-published author, you had to be your own 
editor. How did you decide that draft six was the one?

A: At some point you just have to pull the trigger. 
I reviewed comments from an agent with whom I 
had a bit of a relationship who had written, in effect, 
about a follow-up book. I also worked with a fiction 
teacher in the Bay Area named Tom Parker, who was 
a great help in guiding me. I realized the front end 
of the book needed changes, and when I made them 
I said, “This is the way to go and now I’m ready.” You 
could hold onto a book forever and nothing would 
ever happen. You just can’t do that. There comes a 
point when you say, “I’m done, I feel I’ve done the 
best I can do.” The sixth draft gave me that feeling.

Q: You mentioned a follow-up book. Can you tell us about it?

A: There are a couple of next books, but this fall I’m 
going to bring out another book with Bobby as the 
protagonist. It doesn’t directly follow, but it takes 
place after Moq’tar. It’s set in Central America, and 
it deals with the far left and the far right, American 
capitalism and Central-American socialism. That’s 
written and done, except for a few tweaks. I will 
probably bring that out this November.

– By Stefan Barkow
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omniscient narrator defines the role of seven individuals in Frank’s 
life. In 22 well-paced, retrospective chapters—beginning in 1960 
and continuing at intervals to 2010—readers will come to know 
and relate to these characters. (The script for The Big Chill is strik-
ingly similar, if not as thematically rich.) Stylistically, the novel 
unfolds by means of colorful dialogue and pungent observations 
typical of Henry James. Sharp’s astute commentary guides the 
reader through motivations not otherwise apparent. Many chap-
ters involve Frank’s second wife, Lillian, and his oldest friend, Sam, 
who brought the two together. Sam, however, keeps from him the 
high-school intimacy he shared with Lillian. Defiantly promiscu-
ous and rebellious as a teenager, Lillian remains a seductress and 
risk-taker in adulthood. This includes a liaison with Ted, another 
of Frank’s longtime friends, before she marries Frank when they 
are both firmly rooted in middle age. Business colleagues Ben and 
Rafi appear at a memorable business lunch in 1980 that provides 
the title of the novel. As the colleagues argue about the message 
scrawled above the urinals in the restaurant’s restroom, some read-
ers may find the novel’s irreverence on par with Joseph Heller’s. 
Beth—one of Frank’s business colleagues—and Sam’s wife, Fran, 
are also major players, but other spouses, ex-wives, adult children 
and lovers take on secondary yet intriguing roles. Each of the major 
characters has something to hide from Frank, primarily of a sexual 
nature. But Frank has something he hides from them, too, in this 
sassy and bold look at life well-lived.

A novel too good to be ignored.

NOW IT’S FUNNY
How I Survived Cancer, 
Divorce and Other  
Looming Disasters
Solomon, Michael
CreateSpace  (212 pp.) 
$9.99 paperback  |  $2.99 e-book
Feb. 16, 2012
978-1463749552  

One man’s funny, bittersweet memoir 
of physical and marital collapse and rebirth.

When his doctors find a small smudge on one of 40-year-old 
TV production company owner Solomon’s lungs during a routine 
physical, they at first discount its significance. Even later, after 
other tests, they’re professionally circumspect: “They describe 
things in dimensions and locations, and from these various ellipses 
you have to draw the picture yourself.” The picture is cancer, and 
before readers of Solomon’s engaging and ultimately redemptive 
(as he puts it, “I’m happy to be around to watch you laugh, believe 
me”) memoir have progressed very far into his tale, the cancer has 
metastasized. Solomon, in the middle of a strained marriage and 
trying to be a good father to his 6-year-old son, Luke, feels like 
“the protagonist in a cruel and bitter joke.” What follows this 
initial diagnosis will be familiar to anybody who’s ever known 
(or been) a cancer patient: an endless round of tests, procedures, 
CAT scans and catheters, all of which Solomon describes with a 
sharp clarity leavened by warm, inclusive wit. Solomon endures 
the horrors of his own situation with plenty of psychological help 

from the camaraderie he finds with other patients: “You find 
you’ve got endless company. Everybody’s got something.” Solomon 
skillfully intertwines the medical with the emotional, affectingly 
describing the toll his illness takes on his already fragile family; 
the chapter “Telling Luke” is a small masterpiece in depicting a 
father-son bond under unthinkable pressure. Through the whole 
account, Solomon is both a remarkably smart guide and a very 
entertaining one. There is no pathos in these pages, and that will 
move readers all the more.

A quietly powerful, assured debut.

THE LEOPARD SINGS
Winther, Barbara
CreateSpace  (212 pp.) 
$12.95 paperback  |  $7.99 e-book
Aug. 31, 2011
978-1463584900  

The second installment of Winther’s 
(The Jaguar Dances, 2010) thriller series 
sees an African vacation take a danger-
ous turn for an American couple trying 
to restore their marriage.

An African safari might be just the ticket to get Allison 
Warner’s life back on track. She’s struggling to recover from the 
death of her teenage son a year ago, as her husband Burke grows 
increasingly distant, finding solace in his law practice. The cou-
ple embark on an exciting safari along with a rather diverse and 
bizarre group of tourists; one in particular, handsome English-
man Jeremy Hoskins, makes Allison feel a way she has no busi-
ness feeling as a married woman. She throws herself recklessly 
into the safari, soaking in breathtaking landscapes and exotic 
animals. But it soon becomes apparent that fellow tourists the 
Kirkpatricks are engaged in something more sinister than sight-
seeing. Allison and Burke, along with a ragtag gang of travelers, 
turn amateur detectives as they investigate the Kirkpatricks’ sus-
picious suitcases, bizarre midnight meetings and erratic behavior. 
While traveling through the Serengeti en route to their next des-
tination, the unthinkable happens: The tour van is hijacked and 
the group is kidnapped. Now they must fight for their survival. 
Winther certainly knows how to keep the pace moving; there’s 
no shortage of tension as Allison and friends land in one danger-
ous spot after another. Winther’s well-done descriptions of Africa 
create a lush, vibrant setting. But the abrupt change in point of 
view halfway through the novel—from Allison to Burke—is jar-
ring; it would have been better to incorporate both points of 
view throughout the entire work. Some parts of this story ring 
strikingly untrue, especially those concerning 10-year-old Trish, 
who behaves more like a mature teenager and is included in the 
group’s dangerous sleuthing activities despite her young age. Still, 
it’s Allison’s metamorphosis from sheltered housewife to coura-
geous woman that truly centers this tale. Her desire to save her 
marriage, coupled with the lure of the forbidden, will resonate 
with readers and keep them cheering for her to the novel’s end.

A superb thriller with enough action and suspense to 
keep readers well-satisfied.
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