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GIFT GIVING JUST GOT EASY!

Available Wherever Books are SoldP

This dual-time novel deftly explores 
the complexity of mother-daughter 

relationships.

Will these unlikely chefs sacrifice  
it all for the sake of love?

The best moments in dance  
are the unscripted ones.

As they dig deeper, it becomes clear that they, too, 
are being targeted—and that the answers to their 

questions are buried deep within the past.

She may be able to pass as 17 . . . but 
what she’d really like is to pass on 

this undercover job altogether.

Step into a new song . . .  
and a new future.

Get ready for a magical  
mountain holiday.

Ben has returned for the annual 
Christmas Bird Count, and there is 
one person who is hoping he stays. 

Inspired by true events, this novel brings  
to life the story that shocked the nation  

into taking adult literacy seriously.
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GIFT GIVING JUST GOT EASY!

Available Wherever Books are SoldP

This dual-time novel deftly explores 
the complexity of mother-daughter 

relationships.

Will these unlikely chefs sacrifice  
it all for the sake of love?

The best moments in dance  
are the unscripted ones.

As they dig deeper, it becomes clear that they, too, 
are being targeted—and that the answers to their 

questions are buried deep within the past.

She may be able to pass as 17 . . . but 
what she’d really like is to pass on 

this undercover job altogether.

Step into a new song . . .  
and a new future.

Get ready for a magical  
mountain holiday.

Ben has returned for the annual 
Christmas Bird Count, and there is 
one person who is hoping he stays. 

Inspired by true events, this novel brings  
to life the story that shocked the nation  

into taking adult literacy seriously.
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NONFICTION

Our holiday wish
Stay happy, healthy and curious about the world.
$18–$50  |  National Geographic

Vanderbilt
Anderson Cooper

New York Times bestselling author Anderson 
Cooper chronicles the rise and fall of a legendary 
American dynasty—his mother’s family, the 
Vanderbilts.        

$30  |  Harper

New Photo Ark books  
for adults and kids
From award-winning 
wildlife photographer 
Joel Sartore come two 
new collections: one of 
stunning portraits and 
stories that flout each ani-
mal’s wonders, the other 
of whimsical poetry and 
surprising pictures from 
A to Z.

$19.99–$40  |  National Geographic

Give them the stars
These funny and poignant celebrity memoirs are perfect for every 
kind of fan.
$28–$30  |  Grand Central



HOLIDAY GIFT GUIDE5
SHOP THESE TITLES AT BOOKPAGE.COM/HOLIDAY

LIFESTYLES & COOKING

Delicious books for the cook 
on your gift list
Pick up these tasty titles while you’re holiday shopping—perfect 
for chefs, foodies or anyone who likes to eat. Available now from 
Gallery Books!
$28–$35  |  Gallery Books

The best cookbooks to gift this 
season
These cookbooks from New York Times bestselling authors Antoni 
Porowski and Trisha Yearwood make great gifts for everyone on 
your shopping list!
$30 each  |  Houghton Mifflin Harcourt

Great holiday 
picks from 
Workman 
Publishing
These beautifully designed 
books would make an 
excellent addition to your 
cookbook collection or 
coffee table!

$24.95–$42.50 
Workman  |  Storey  | Artisan

Joshua Weissman:  
An Unapologetic Cookbook
Joshua Weissman

From re-creating fast-food sandwiches to sharing 
homemade versions of restaurant dishes, Joshua 
Weissman shares the building blocks to making 
the greatest meals of your life from scratch.        

$30  |  DK
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INSPIRATION & ADVICE

Gift our favorite 
books to your 
favorite people
Treat yourself to a read that will warm 
your heart and renew your spirit! Or 
give a gift that will inspire and delight 
your friends and family. These best-
selling books of 2021 are filled with 
wisdom, peace and joy!
$16–$26.99  |  Nelson Books

The gifts 
they’ll open 
over and over 
Discover new titles from 
the bestselling series with 
something for everyone. 
Relax with some great sto-
ries about our favorite furry 
family members: our dogs 
and cats!

$14.95 each 
Chicken Soup for the Soul

Gifts that 
inspire
A young man with cerebral 
palsy takes on his impossible 
mile. A visual and written 
guide delves into the history 
of contemporary Christian 
music. A Grammy winner 
explores his faith and rela-
tionship with his father.

$25.95–$29.95  |  Dexterity  |  K-LOVE Books

The Wit and 
Wisdom of 
Bridgerton
Julia Quinn

From #1 New York Times 
bestselling author Julia 
Quinn comes a colorful 
collection of quotes, 
wit and wisdom from 
Lady Whistledown and 
the characters of the 
beloved Bridgerton 
series!

$16.99  |  Avon

All American 
Christmas
Sean Duffy & Rachel 
Campos-Duffy

In this heartwarming 
collection, Fox News 
personalities recall their 
favorite memories of 
Christmases past.        

$29.99 
Broadside Books

Rethink: Smashing 
the Myths of 
Women in Business
Andi Simon, Ph.D.

This bestselling book 
tells the inspiring 
stories of incredible 
women who redefined 
norms by pushing past 
the obstacles placed 
before them.

$24.95 
Fast Company Press

Wholehearted 
Faith
Rachel Held Evans

This new collection of 
original writings by the 
late Rachel Held Evans 
explores universal 
human questions about 
becoming, belonging 
and spiritual wholeness.

$26.99  |  HarperOne
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FICTION

Blockbuster 
authors at  
the top of 
their game
Find a great gift for 
someone you love (and for 
yourself)!

$28–$29  |  Grand Central

The season’s 
best holiday 
romances
Curl up with these heart-
warming holiday romances 
by your favorite authors! 
These books of family, 
friendship and second 
chances are just what you 
need for the holiday season.

$16.99 each  |  MIRA  |  HQN

The Haunting of 
Leigh Harker
Darcy Coates

Leigh Harker’s home 
was her sanctuary for 
more than a decade. 
Now she fears she may 
never escape in this 
chilling new story from 
bestselling gothic hor-
ror author Darcy Coates!        

$15.99 
Poisoned Pen Press

The Vanished Days
Susanna Kearsley

A historical tale of 
intrigue, where an 
investigation of a young 
widow’s secrets by a 
man who’s far from 
objective leads to a 
multilayered tale of 
adventure, endurance . . . 
and romance.

$16.99  |  Landmark

The Invisible Life 
of Addie LaRue, 
Special Edition
V.E. Schwab

The unforgettable 
instant New York 
Times bestseller is now 
available in a gorgeous 
new edition, with bonus 
features including an 
exclusive note from the 
author and more.        

$22.99  |  Tor Books

Fifty Shades as 
Told by Christian 
Trilogy
E.L. James

It was always about Ana. 
Experience Fifty Shades 
from a new perspective 
with Grey, Darker and 
Freed, the Fifty Shades 
of Grey as Told by 
Christian series.

$49.99  |  Bloom Books

BESTSELLER 
WATCH

Don’t miss these blockbuster 
fiction releases!

Never
By Ken Follett

Viking, $36 
9780593300015

In 1989, Follett sur-
prised his readers by 
shifting from thrillers 
to historical fiction 
when he published 
The Pillars of the 
Earth. Now the best-
selling master of the medieval epic returns to his 
original genre with a tale of global espionage that 
imagines the beginning of another world war.

The Stranger 
in the 
Lifeboat
By Mitch Albom
Harper, $23 .99 
9780062888341

From the author of 
Tuesdays With Morrie, 
the bestselling mem-
oir of all time, comes 
a novel that explores 
the nature of belief through a fascinating prem-
ise: After a deadly yacht explosion, nine people 
struggle to survive. They’ve been adrift at sea for 
three days when they find a man floating in the 
water. After they pull him into their raft, he tells 
them, “I am the Lord.”

The Unheard
By Nicci French

William Morrow 
$16 .99 
9780063137745

In 2018, after nearly 
a decade of thrill-
ing their readers, 
husband-and-wife 
writing team Nicci 
Gerrard and Sean 
French concluded their popular Frieda Klein 
series, but they’ve been keeping the suspense 
high in standalone mysteries ever since. Their 
latest follows a mother whose child may have 
witnessed something chilling.

feature | bestsellers
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MANGA, YA & KIDS

As Good as Dead
Holly Jackson

The highly anticipated, 
edge-of-your-seat 
conclusion to the A 
Good Girl’s Guide to 
Murder series reads like 
your favorite true crime 
podcast or show.        

$18.99  |  Delacorte

Hilda: The 
Wilderness Stories
Luke Pearson

This deluxe edition 
collects the first two 
Hilda graphic novels. It 
features an unreleased 
Woodman comic, 
behind-the-scenes mate-
rial and a new cover by 
creator Luke Pearson!        

$29.99 
Flying Eye Books

Marvel Meow
Nao Fuji

Originally shared 
on Marvel’s official 
Instagram, these 
comic strips have 
been collected with 
all-new content into 
a gift book that will 
delight Marvel and 
cat enthusiasts alike!

$14.99  |  Viz Media

One Piece 
Pirate Recipes
Sanji

Living the life of 
a pirate requires 
hearty meals! The 
master chef Sanji 
reveals the recipes 
that power the 
Straw Hat crew!

$19.99   
Shonen Jump

BURN THE WITCH Vol. 1
Story and Art by Tite Kubo

ISBN: 9781974723591
PRICE: $19.99 US / $26.99 CAN

KAIJU NO. 8 Vol. 1
Story and Art by
Naoya Matsumoto
ISBN: 9781974725984
PRICE:  $9.99 US / $12.99 CAN

MY HERO 
ACADEMIA: 
ULTRA ANALYSIS
Story and Art by
Kohei Horikoshi
ISBN: 9781974724475
PRICE: $16.99 US / $22.99 CAN

DESERTER: 
JUNJI ITO STORY 
COLLECTION
Story and Art by Junji Ito
ISBN: 9781974719860
PRICE: $22.99 US / $32.00 CAN

Distributed by Simon & Schuster 
BURN THE WITCH © 2018 by Tite Kubo/SHUEISHA Inc.

KAIJYU 8 GO © 2020 by Naoya Matsumoto/SHUEISHA Inc.
BOKU NO HERO ACADEMIA OFFICIAL CHARACTER BOOK 2
ULTRA ANALYSIS © 2019 by Kohei Horikoshi/SHUEISHA Inc.

DESERTER © JI Inc./Asahi Shimbun Publications Inc

To: Manga Readers

From:

Great
Gift

Ideas
Level up your RPG 
Game Master skills
Make your next RPG campaign truly unique 
with the help of these interactive guides to 
RPG world building!

$14.99–$16.99  |  Adams Media

Must-reads for 
every YA fan
Discover a thrilling 
Knives Out-like mystery with 
billions at stake, a sweepingly 
romantic fantasy from the depths 
of the underworld and a tender 
and surprising story of connec-
tion during a snowstorm.

$17.99–$18.99 
Little, Brown Books for Young Readers
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Fun fact-based fiction
These books check all the boxes for parents 
and gift-givers! Compelling, action-packed 
narratives engage readers and explore STEM 
subjects in a fun, interactive way. Choose a 
series, from adventure to girl power to Greek 
mythology.

$12.99–$16.99 
National Geographic Kids

Magical tales from the 
Land of Stories
From #1 New York Times bestselling author 
Chris Colfer come two brand-new fantastical 
adventures featuring memorable characters and 
clever twists on favorite fairy tales.

$12.99–$18.99  |  Little, Brown Books for Young Readers

q&a | kate mcgovern

When reading 
doesn’t come easy

Welcome Back, Maple Mehta-Cohen 
is a tender depiction of a girl  

with a learning disability.

Kate McGovern’s first novel for younger read-
ers is the story of a girl who has been keeping 
a big secret: She can’t read very 
well. When her secret is discov-
ered and she is held back a year, 
she struggles to conceal the reason 
from her friends and classmates.

What drew you to exploring the 
power and peril of secrecy?
I was interested in exploring how 
and why we keep secrets from 
ourselves as much as from other 
people. Maple knows she has a 
hard time reading. But she has 
also been hiding from this reality 
by finding tricks to avoid facing her 
struggles head-on. I think when 
we don’t want to tell other people 
something about ourselves, it’s 
very often because we are afraid 
that saying that thing out loud 
will make it more real—even 
though that isn’t usually true! So 
this secret is really Maple’s way of 
protecting herself from dealing with her own emo-
tions about how hard it is for her to do something 
that she thinks other people can do more easily.

You’ve worked in education for many years, 
and you’ve said this book is “the meeting of my 
worlds.” How so?
I’ve always loved working with kids. In high school 
and college, I gravitated toward opportunities to 
volunteer with kids, to babysit and to work as a 
camp counselor. One of my first jobs was with an 
organization called the Harlem Children’s Zone, 
and that kicked off a deeper passion for working 
within education. After graduate school, I spent 
a year as a teaching assistant at an elementary 
school in London, and when I came back to the 
U.S., I started working in education nonprofits. 

For the last decade or so, I’ve been writing 
fiction for kids in my “spare time” and working 
directly with students or writing about educa-
tion in my “work time.” With Maple, I’m telling 
a story that deals with issues I’ve been exposed 
to through work, such as how and why students 
can get to older grades without fluent reading 
skills, which is really much more common than 
you might think.

Learning differences are com-
mon. What stood out as you 
learned about the range and 
scope of reading challenges?
I want readers to understand that 
Maple’s experience is truly just one 
person’s experience. We often tend 
to think of dyslexia as that thing 
where you flip letters around, but 
it’s much, much more than that. It 
was eye-opening to me when one 
of the reading experts I spoke with 
used the phrase “characteristics 
of dyslexia” to refer to this huge 
umbrella of reading challenges. 
She helped me see it as much 
more than just a single diagnosis.

Maple is often her own harshest critic. Why are 
reading challenges so central to her identity 
and to how she feels about herself?
I think Maple feels conflicted because she iden-
tifies as a person who loves books and stories, 
so she feels like she should be able to read well. 
Her reading struggles don’t fit with her idea of 
who she is. Of course, her challenges with reading 
independently have nothing to do with her love 
for great stories and her own gift of storytelling. 
There’s no reason you can’t love stories and also 
have a hard time with reading fluently! But it takes 
time for Maple to recognize that and to embrace 
all the parts of who she is.

Do you think your own teachers would be sur-
prised to learn that you grew up to become a 
published author?
I don’t think they’d be surprised at all. I was a 
lot like Maple, actually, although I did not per-
sonally struggle with reading fluency. I used to 
tell myself stories out loud in my room, pacing 
back and forth. For years and years, my mind was 
constantly spinning stories. I was and still am very 
much a nose-in-a-book kind of person.

—Linda M. Castellitto

Welcome Back, Maple 
Mehta-Cohen

Candlewick, $16 .99 
9781536215588 

Ages 9 to 12

Middle Grade

Visit BookPage.com to read an extended version of this Q&A and our review of Welcome 
Back, Maple Mehta-Cohen.
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CHILDREN’S

Fa-la-la in love 
with these 
holiday titles
This holiday season, 
explore the joy of reading 
together as a family! Jam-
packed with interactive 
holiday-themed fun for 
children of all ages, these 
are books your family will 
want to read all year long!

$12.95–$24.99  |  Quarto Kids

Must-read books 
from Disney 
Publishing
This holiday season, discover these 
must-read books by New York Times 
bestselling authors Mo Willems, Rick 
Riordan and Dhonielle Clayton!
$12.99–$19.99 
Hyperion Books for Children  
Disney Hyperion  |  Hyperion

How to Change  
the World in 12 
Easy Steps
Peggy Porter Tierney

Kids teach kids how to 
make the world happier, 
prettier, friendlier, 
kinder, safer, smarter, 
accepting and loving. 
It’s easy!

$15.99 
Tanglewood Publishing

Big Brain Book: 
How It Works 
and All Its Quirks
Leanne Boucher Gill

This is a fun primer 
on the psychology 
and neuroscience of 
the brain that makes 
complex psycholog-
ical phenomena and 
neural mechanisms 
relatable to kids.

$24.99 
Magination Press

Pony
R.J. Palacio

This is an extraordinary 
new story from #1 New 
York Times bestselling 
author R.J. Palacio 
about true friendship 
and the journey of a 
lifetime.

$17.99 
Knopf Books for  
Young Readers

Barn at Night
Michelle Houts

A girl and her father 
care for animals even 
on the coldest winter 
nights. Glowing water-
colors and lyrical poetry 
make this a beautiful 
bedtime story.

$17.99 
Feeding Minds

Pax, Journey Home
Sara Pennypacker

The long-awaited 
sequel to Pax is here! 
Fans of animal stories 
will love this compel-
ling friendship tale 
about a boy, a fox and 
found family from #1 
bestselling author Sara 
Pennypacker.

$17.99  |  Balzer & Bray

The Beatryce 
Prophecy
Kate DiCamillo  

From two-time New-
bery Medalist Kate 
DiCamillo and two-time 
Caldecott Medalist 
Sophie Blackall comes 
a fantastical meditation 
on fate, love and the 
power of words to spell 
the world.

$19.99  |  Candlewick
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AVAILABLE WHEREVER BOOKS ARE SOLD
Discover more at natgeokids.com

© 2021 National Geographic Partners, LLC

EXPLORER 
ACADEMY
Books 1–6 now available
ExplorerAcademy.com 

FAN FAVORITES 

FUN LITTLE 
STOCKING STUFFERS

COOL FACT-BASED FICTION

IZZY NEWTON 
AND THE 
S.M.A.R.T. SQUAD
Books 1–3 now available
SmartSquadBooks.com 

ZEUS 
THE MIGHTY
Books 1–3 now available
ZeusTheMighty.com 

      ASAP !ASAP !
Open 

THE MAGIC OF 
STORYTELLING
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There’s nothing more exciting than standing among a throng of strangers 
listening to live music or watching the lights go down in a movie theater when 
the show is about to begin. But these six books certainly come close.

The Art of Bob Mackie
Bob Mackie is a member of a very small club: 
Hollywood costume designers whom regular 
folks (meaning, not ex-theater kids) know by 
name. Throughout his storied career, Mackie 
has designed gowns for Marilyn Monroe, Carol 
Burnett, Cher, Barbra Streisand, Diana Ross, 
Madonna and, well, anybody who was any-
body on TV, the silver screen or Broadway. The 
Art of Bob Mackie (Simon & Schuster, $50, 
9781982152116) by Frank Vlastnik and Laura 

Ross is an authorized trip down memory lane, featuring brightly colored 
sketches and photos of over-the-top creations from Mackie’s 60 years in 
fashion, from his big break designing for Broadway star Mitzi Gaynor in 1966 
to his costumes for The Cher Show, the 2018 jukebox musical based on the 
actress and singer’s career. Fans of “lewks,” divas and Hollywood gossip will 
have lots to enjoy.

The Motherlode
Hip-hop has never been a man’s game, but male 
rappers have gotten more attention, money 
and respect since the beginning. Former Vibe 
and Jezebel editor Clover Hope sets things 
straight with The Motherlode (Abrams, $24.99, 
9781419742965), an encyclopedia dedicated to 
the women of hip-hop. Going all the way back 
to the 1980s, Hope leaves no woman out, from 
MC Sha-Rock (hip-hop’s first prominent female 
emcee) to Cardi B. Each rapper is honored with 
an essay, a minibio and funky artwork by Rachelle Baker, meaning your giftee 
has no excuse not to kill at a Women in Hip-Hop category on “Jeopardy!” 
Present this book with your own playlist of hip-hop’s fiercest ladies, and it’ll 
be a gift to remember. 

Colorization 
Journalist Wil Haygood’s Colorization (Knopf, $30, 
9780525656876) traces the experience of Black artists 
on and behind the screen through 100 years of film 
history, demonstrating that racism hasn’t always been 
this bad in Hollywood. It’s actually been a lot worse. 
This meaty analysis of Black film history spans every-
thing from The Birth of a Nation (1915), which glori-
fied the Ku Klux Klan, to Gone With the Wind (1939) 
and its infamous whitewashing of slavery, to Get Out 
(2017) and its memorable portrayal of “post-racial” 

liberalism. Haygood has been nominated for a Pulitzer Prize, and his research 
skills are as impeccable as that honor implies. He is also such a descriptive 
writer that you need not have seen every single movie he writes about in order 

to understand his analysis. Don’t be surprised if Colorization ends up on film 
studies syllabi for years to come.  

Art Boozel
We could all stand to freshen up our cocktail rep-
ertoire, and that’s where Art Boozel (Chronicle, 
$18.95, 9781797202983) comes in. The book pairs 
dozens of artists with cocktails based on their work 
and/or personalities. For example, the Keith Haring 
is made with pear cider, lemon juice and a brandied 
cherry (among other ingredients), so it’s as bright 
and colorful as Haring’s art. Author Jennifer Croll 
has an endlessly creative mind for unique cock-
tails (her previous book, Free the Tipple, is also a 

compendium of cocktail recipes), and each artist and their drink is delightfully 
illustrated by Kelly Shami. Come for the recipes, stay for the contemporary 
art history lesson you never got in school. 

Mental Floss: The 
Curious Viewer
Mental Floss: The Curious Viewer (Weldon 
Owen, $24.95, 9781681887869), “a miscellany 
of bingeable streaming TV shows from the past 
20 years,” is a reminder of just how many hours 
of prestige TV there is to watch. (There’s a lot.) 
Jennifer M. Wood, an editor at the pop culture 
blog Mental Floss, unearths everything you 
ever wanted to know about beloved shows like 
“Friends,” “Sex and the City,” “Downton Abbey,” 
“Friday Night Lights” and other shows worthy of a binge-watch. She shares fun 
facts and behind-the-scenes gossip from each show but somehow doesn’t make 
you feel like you’ve already read them all in a Buzzfeed article. The Curious 
Viewer might just be the book that pulls the couch potato in your life away 
from the TV (and helps them dominate at trivia night). 

Fun City Cinema
At a certain point, everyone who lives in New 
York City stops seeing movie sets as exciting 
and instead sees them as a nuisance. That’s 
because the streets of Gotham have graced 
so many films. In Fun City Cinema (Abrams, 
$40, 9781419747816), film critic and former film 
editor of Flavorwire Jason Bailey revisits the 
films that tell the story of NYC’s history and, in 
some cases, America’s history. The city changes 
so frequently that many films are “fascinating 

artifacts of cinematic archeology,” he writes in his introduction. It may be 
jarring to see photos of the 9/11 terrorist attacks and controversial ex-mayors 
such as Rudy Giuliani and Michael Bloomberg in the same book as, say, The 
Muppets Take Manhattan. Alas, these are contradictions New Yorkers live 
with every day. 

—Jessica Wakeman

gifts | pop culture

Pop culture panorama
Got a film fanatic or art aficionado in your life? Give them 

one of these books and watch their eyes light up.
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gifts | music biographies

Blues royalty
The King and Empress of the Blues reign supreme  

in these soulful new biographies.

King of the Blues

When B.B. King died 
in May 2015, the world 
lost an artist whose dis-
tinctive style shaped sev-
eral generations of musi-
cians. Eric Clapton called 
King “the most import-
ant artist the blues has 
ever produced,” but as 
journalist Daniel de 
Visé points out in his 
absorbing new biogra-
phy, King of the Blues: 
The Rise and Reign of 
B.B. King (Grove, $30, 
9780802158055), King’s 
journey to such acclaim 
was never easy.

Drawing on extensive 
interviews with almost 
every surviving mem-
ber of King’s inner circle, 
including family, friends 
and band members, de Visé chron-
icles King’s life from his birth into a 
sharecropper family in Mississippi, 
to his parents’ split, to his early years 
being raised by his grandmother. 
King loved gospel music and sang in 
the choir at Elkhorn Baptist Church, 
but most gospel groups didn’t have 
a guitar. One of his ministers taught 
King three chords on the guitar, and 
when he turned 16, King bought the 
fire-red Stella that would kick off his 
journey to becoming a master of the 
instrument.

Soon enough, King left Mississippi 
for Memphis and became an inter-
national star. As de Visé points out, 
though, King always looked over his 
shoulder at the poverty and scenes of 
racial injustice out of which he had 
grown, incorporating those deep 
feelings of loss into his music so that 
his listeners could feel his sorrow as 
he bent the blues through his gui-
tar strings.

King of the Blues is the first full and 
authoritative biography of King, and 
it accomplishes what all good music 
books should: It drives readers to 
revisit King’s music and savor it again.

—Henry L. Carrigan Jr.

Bessie Smith

In a powerful con-
fluence of history 
and culture, poet and 
author Jackie Kay tells 
the story of the legend-
ary American singer 
and songwriter Bessie 
Smith, known in her day 
as the Empress of the 
Blues. As an orphaned 
child in the late 1800s, 
Smith sang for her sup-
per on the street cor-
ners of Chattanooga, 
Tennessee, and then 
rose to fame as a teen-
ager while performing 
in Black minstrel shows. 
Blues singers like Ma 
Rainey helped Smith 
find her way in the Jim 
Crow South, and the 
popularity of Smith’s 

songs brought her stardom. 
If Smith’s voice embodied the 

blues, her personal life illustrated 
them. She drank, fought and had 
tempestuous affairs with men and 
women. She was a devoted adop-
tive mother, until she lost her child. 
Smith’s husband, Jack Gee, stole 
her money, beat her and left her 
for a rival. After 1929, Smith’s fame 
crashed like the country itself. 
Then, on her way to a comeback in 
1937, she died a tragic death at the 
age of 43.

Kay’s white adoptive father first 
introduced her to Smith’s vinyl 
recordings when, as a young girl in 
the Scotland village of Bishopbriggs, 
Kay was the only Black person. 
Smith’s raw voice drew Kay into the 
history of the blues and the American 
Black women who made it their own. 
In Bessie Smith: A Poet’s Biography 
of a Blues Legend (Vintage, $16.95, 
9780593314272), Kay entwines her 
own poetic voice with these women’s 
stories and music, and the result is 
a mesmerizing, fierce mix of sorrow 
and woe, love and lust, and—above 
all—resilience.

—Priscilla Kipp

Must-Read Historical Fiction
Heart-wrenching stories of love,  

courage, and resistance from  
World War II and beyond!

Daughters of War  
by Dinah Jeffries
France, 1944: In an old stone 
cottage, on the edge of a beautiful 
French village, three sisters long 
for the end of the war. But when 
the Allies need help, they must join 
the fight, even if it means their own 
secrets might come to light…

Daughters of the Resistance  
by Lana Kortchik 
Ukraine, 1943: Working as part 
of the resistance in Nazi-occupied 
Ukraine, Irina and her husband 
must decide what they’d be willing 
to lose in order to save the people 
they love.

Beneath a Starless Sky  
by Tessa Harris  
Munich, 1930: Lilli longs to be 
a ballet dancer, but Munich is 
no longer a place for dreams. As 
the Nazis gain power, her father’s 
shop goes up in flames, and soon 
everything she loves is in danger.

The Girl Behind the Wall  
by Mandy Robotham 
Berlin, 1960: When the Berlin 
Wall goes up, two sisters are 
stuck on opposite sides of the 
city. They lead parallel lives for 
years, until one of them finds a 
hidden way through the wall and 
must make an impossible choice. 
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gifts | history

WHERE WE COME FROM, WHERE WE’VE BEEN
Discover little-known, reexamined and secret histories. 

History fans have big treats in store this year, including groundbreaking 
books on American history and baseball, plus visual extravaganzas devoted 
to legendary women and design innovations. There are even lessons in how 
to survive a sea monster attack—because you just never know.

H The 1619 Project
For any lover of American history or letters, The 

1619 Project: A New Origin Story (One World, 
$38, 9780593230572) is a visionary work that casts 
a sweeping, introspective gaze over what many have 
aptly termed the country’s original sin: the moment 
in 1619, one year before the Mayflower arrived, when 
a ship docked at the colony of Virginia to deliver 20 
to 30 enslaved people from Africa. While many books 
have addressed enslavement and its repercussions, 
few, if any, have done so in such an imaginative, 
all-encompassing way, incorporating history, jour-

nalism, fiction, poetry and photography to show the cataclysmic repercussions 
of that pivotal moment.

A superb expansion of the New York Times Magazine’s “1619 Project” issue, 
this book contains 18 essays as well as 36 poems and stories that examine how 
slavery and its legacy of racial injustice have shaped the U.S. over the last 400 
years. Each piece was curated by MacArthur “genius grant” winner Nikole 
Hannah-Jones, who pitched the original “1619 Project” to the Times and won 
the Pulitzer Prize for her contribution to it. The book’s many talented contrib-
utors include Ibram X. Kendi, Terry McMillan, Khalil Gibran Muhammad, ZZ 
Packer, Darryl Pinckney, Claudia Rankine, Jason Reynolds, Bryan Stevenson 
and Jesmyn Ward. Seven essays are new, and existing essays have been sub-
stantially revised and expanded to include additional details. Black-and-white 
portraits have also been added—both historical and present-day images—as 
another way of allowing readers to look history in the eye.

A new concluding essay from Hannah-Jones explores economic justice, and 
her wonderful preface is a special standout. It’s a powerful, personal essay in 
which she notes that she is “the daughter and granddaughter of people born 
onto a repurposed slave-labor camp in the deepest South, people who could 
not have imagined their progeny would one day rise to a position to bring forth 
such a project.” The sheer breadth of this book is refreshing and illuminating, 
challenging each and every reader to confront America’s past, present and future.

Make Good the Promises
As Hannah-Jones writes in The 1619 Project, 

“Slavery was mentioned briefly in the chapter on 
this nation’s most deadly war, and then Black peo-
ple disappeared again for a full century, until mag-
ically reappearing as Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., 
gave a speech about a dream.” What happened in 
between? Make Good the Promises: Reclaiming 
Reconstruction and Its Legacies (Amistad, 
$29.99, 9780063160644), edited by Kinshasha 
Holman Conwill and Paul Gardullo, attempts to 

fill in those gaps, leading readers through Black history from 1865 to today. 
Presented by the Smithsonian’s National Museum of African American 

History and Culture, the book has a beautifully rendered and highly accessible 
narrative that’s also methodically organized, with helpful timelines, colorful 
illustrations and photographs. The book does a particularly good job of laying 
out the long view of events and their consequences while shining a light on 
more recent incidents, such as #SayHerName, George Floyd’s murder and the 

deadly riot at the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021. Make Good the Promises is 
a distressing yet essential, enlightening read.

Relics
Relics: A History of the World Told in 133 

Objects (Weldon Owen, $30, 9781681885858) 
is my idea of the perfect coffee-table gift book. 
Billed as “four billion years in the palm of your 
hand,” it’s small enough not to be cumbersome, 
weighty enough to be substantial and full of 
colorful photos and intriguing text. Open it to 
any random page and get lost in the images of 
tiny relics and their histories, ranging from a 
4.5- billion-year-old asteroid fragment to a tiny 

piece of Winston Churchill’s faux leopard-skin hand muff. (Poor circulation in 
his later years caused Churchill’s hands to get cold.) The book is part of the Mini 
Museum project, intended to share a collection of hand-held bits of wonders 
from around the world—a whole exhibition, Polly Pocket-style. 

Young and old will be enticed by the variety of natural, historical and cultural 
tidbits, including a specimen of petrified lightning from the Sahara, a piece of 
a Martian meteorite and a morsel of Prince Charles and Princess Diana’s wed-
ding cake. Enjoy at your leisure, with no museum crowds invading your space. 

How to Slay a Dragon
Medieval historian Cait Stevenson admits that 

she has sometimes “trampled over scholarly con-
ventions in ways that will leave other medievalists 
curled up in agony.” But armed with her passion for 
the Middle Ages, she has carved out a unique niche 
for herself, straddling the worlds of scholarly and 
popular history. Her fervor is contagious in How 
to Slay a Dragon: A Fantasy Hero’s Guide to the 
Real Middle Ages (Tiller, $19.99, 9781982164119). 

In a tongue-in-cheek but firmly historical way, 
Stevenson addresses the stereotypical events that 

happen in popular media set in and inspired by the Middle Ages, like saving a 
princess, digging for treasure, slaying a dragon and defeating barbarian hordes. 
Her writing is informative yet humorous (there’s a chapter titled “How to Not 
Get Eaten”), so even if you’re not a gamer or “Game of Thrones” fan, you’ll find 
yourself riveted. In a section on bathing, she notes, “Twelfth-century abbess and 
prophet Hildegard of Bingen went so far as to suggest that natural hot springs 
were heated by the underground fires of purgatory, cleansing bathers’ souls as 
well as their bodies.” Stevenson may not be able to tell you where to find real 
dragons, but readers will have a blast getting ready for their quests. 

H Original Sisters
Award-winning artist Anita Kunz certainly 

made the most of her COVID-19 lockdown: She 
began researching and painting portraits of more 
than 150 extraordinary women from ancient times 
to the present, many whose stories have been lost 
to history or whose glory has been stolen by men. 
The result, Original Sisters: Portraits of Tenacity 
and Courage (Pantheon, $30, 9780593316146), 
brings these heroines to life in wonderfully bold 
portraits, each accompanied by a paragraph sum-

marizing her notable life. These portraits are so vivid that readers will feel 



15

DIVIDED  
WE STAND

H.W. Brands illuminates the 
intensely personal convictions 

of the Patriots and Loyalists.

In Our First Civil War (Doubleday, $32.50, 
9780385546515), historian and two-time Pulitzer 
Prize finalist H.W. Brands brings to life the fam-
ilies and communities torn apart by opposing 
beliefs during the American Revolution.

What caused Benjamin Franklin to go from 
belief in a transatlantic British empire to firm 
advocacy for American independence? 
He was a great fan of the British Empire until the 
people who ran that empire treated him like a 
foolish and venal provincial. He then concluded 

there was no future for people like him within the empire. He was an 
unlikely revolutionary, but British folly provoked him beyond forgiveness.

Why did Franklin’s son William take a different path from his father?
Benjamin Franklin revolted against his own parents and against the theo-
crats who ran Boston when Ben was young. William Franklin came to his 
independence of mind honestly. In addition, where Ben was abused by 
the British authorities, William found his honor and honesty called into 
question by American rebels. From his position, loyalty to Britain was 
the only possible course. Every decision for or against independence was 
deeply personal. To put your life on the line in revolt requires a powerful 
emotional commitment.

Two enslaved men, Boston King and Jeffrey Brace, fought on different 
sides of the war. Why would enslaved people have fought for either side?
Boston King accepted the British offer of freedom to those enslaved by 
rebel masters if they crossed lines and came to the British side. He took 
a gamble: that the Patriots wouldn’t capture him, that the British would 
win, and that they would honor their promise at war’s end. Although 
the side he chose—the British—lost the war, King won his freedom and 
evacuated to Canada with the British at war’s end. 

Jeffrey Brace went to war on the Patriot side because his enslaver did 
and took Brace along. Brace noted the irony of fighting, enslaved, for his 
master’s freedom, yet didn’t see an appealing alternative. The Patriot side 
won, with Brace still enslaved, but his master decided Brace had earned 
his freedom and let him go.

How does your focus on Mohawk leader Joseph Brant address the 
Native American side of the Revolution’s story?
Brant and the Mohawks faced the same question everyone did at that time: 
Which side will you choose? Brant had good relations with the British and 
leaned in their direction. He also supposed his tribe and the larger Iroquois 
Confederacy would have an easier time dealing with Britain than with an 
independent United States. Some of his fellows agreed with him; others 
did not. The war split tribes just as it did other families and communities.

—Anne Bartlett

cover story | h.w. brands

as though they are meeting these women 
face-to-face—and believe me, you will feel 
their power.

You’ll recognize many women’s names, 
like Temple Grandin, Nina Simone and 
Ruth Bader Ginsburg, but others may be 
new, such as Amanirenas, the partially 
blind African warrior queen who defeated 
Augustus Caesar. Patricia Bath, the first Black 
female ophthalmologist, invented a medical 
device to remove cataracts. Mabel Ping-Hua 
Lee was a Chinese American suffragist who 
led a parade on horseback in New York City 
to advocate for voting rights. A wonder-
ful gift for friends, family or yourself, 
Original Sisters is an inspiring springboard for further study of these note-
worthy souls.

H The Baseball 100
Major League Baseball fans, you just won the 

lottery. In The Baseball 100 (Avid Reader, $40, 
9781982180584), noted sports writer Joe Posnanski 
presents 880 pages of sheer baseball bliss, discuss-
ing the history of the game by examining the lives, 
obstacles and achievements of his nominations 
for the 100 greatest players of all time, including 
MLB stars and players from the Negro Leagues. It’s 
a true masterwork, and his writing is so good that 
it’s likely to engross even those who know nothing 
about the sport.

Avid baseball fans will easily become absorbed in these pages, and when 
they reemerge, they’ll be all too ready to debate Posnanski’s rankings. He’s pre-
pared for this, writing, “I stand firmly behind them, and I expect you to come 
hard at me with vigorous disagreements. What fun would it be otherwise?” In 
fact, the author even teases, “I have a list of more than 100 players who could 
have made this list. I think I’ll save them in case the Baseball 100 ever needs a 
volume 2.” Perhaps he’d better start writing now.

Patented
At over 1,000 pages, Patented: 1,000 Design 

Patents (Phaidon, $39.95, 9781838662561) is thicker 
than an old phone book but much more fun to thumb 
through. Architectural designer Thomas Rinaldi fre-
quently found himself getting lost in “odd internet 
searches” of design patents, eventually realizing that 
he was uncovering “a design historian’s El Dorado, 
a proverbial rabbit hole of unfathomable depth.” He 
sifted through more than 750,000 patents issued from 
1900 to the present to come up with this collection 
of visual treats. 

The patents are presented chronologically, with line drawings and key infor-
mation such as the date and designer’s name. It’s an interesting mix of many 
universally owned, everyday objects—ranging from teapots to barbecue grills, 
from salt and pepper shakers to the Fitbit—along with patents for much larger 
things, such as Pizza Huts and Boeing airplanes, unusual entries like the Mars 
Rover and famous designs like Eames chairs.

For some, this will become a trusted reference, but Patented will also appeal 
to historians, engineers and kids interested in how things used to look, plus 
anyone passionate about design, innovation and technology. One could even 
turn the pages and play a “name that item” game. Some are a cinch to guess, 
while others, like a 1930 “ozonizing apparatus,” will likely leave you stumped. 
Once you start browsing, however, you may find yourself hooked.

—Alice Cary

Visit BookPage.com to read an extended version of this Q&A 
and our starred review of Our First Civil War.
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Illustration of Toni Morrison from Original Sisters 
© 2021. Reproduced by permission of Pantheon.
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romance by christie ridgway

H Archangel’s Light
Nalini Singh pens an enthralling read 
in Archangel’s Light (Berkley, $8.99, 
9780593198148). Young warrior angels Illium 
and Aodhan are committed to putting the 
world to rights after a devastating supernat-
ural war. Their archangel, Raphael, directs 
Aodhan to help rebuild the territory of China, 
which separates him from Illium, his oldest 
and dearest friend. But when Illium is sent to 
support the venture as well, the friends have 
an opportunity to confront new evil as well 
as old hurts. There’s a chilling mystery at the 
center of the story—a hamlet of 50 people 
seems to have vanished into thin air—but the 

relationship between Aodhan and Illium drives the narrative. As Singh explores 
the strain that mars their connection, it’s impossible not to root for the pair to 
find their way back to each other’s hearts and souls—and into a new intimacy. 
This 14th romance in Singh’s Guild Hunter series is engrossing, entertaining 
and filled with tender emotion.

Never Fall for Your Fiancée

An earl’s attempts to appease his mother end up 
unleashing mayhem in Virginia Heath’s Never Fall 
for Your Fiancée (Griffin, $16.99, 9781250787767). 
Hugh Standish, Earl of Fareham, will have an espe-
cially unwelcome guest for Christmas this year: his 
mother. For two years, he’s written to her about his 
pretend fiancée, and now she expects to meet this 
paragon. In a panic, Hugh propositions Minerva 
Merriwell, a woman he meets on the street. He offers 
to pay her to play the part of his fiancée, and des-
perate financial straits propel Minerva to agree. It’s 

all madcap fun from there with drunken actresses, sniping best friends and 
Minerva’s attempts to live up to Hugh’s florid descriptions of her accomplish-
ments. Amid the chaos, Hugh and Minerva find time to get to know each other 
and fall in love, even though both believe forever is not in the cards. Heath’s fast-
paced scenes and likable characters will leave fans of Regency romps smiling.

Pretty Little Lion

A racially, sexually and supernaturally diverse 
cast of characters springs from the pages of Pretty 
Little Lion (Sourcebooks Casablanca, $8.99, 
9781728215006), Suleikha Snyder’s follow-up to 
her bold, take-no-prisoners series starter Big Bad 
Wolf. Elijah Richter, co-founder of the Third Shift 
black ops group, is a lion shifter on a mission. He’s 
tasked with seducing Meghna Saxena-Saunders and 
discovering what her criminal boyfriend is planning. 
But Elijah soon learns that Meghna is more than a 
pretty face. She’s an apsara, a supernaturally gifted 

assassin and spy who uses her powers of seduction and persuasion to take 
down evil men. Snyder’s assured, contemporary voice doesn’t shy away from 
the political parallels between our reality and her dystopian America, making 
the otherwise fantastical, cinematic story feel very topical indeed. Readers will 
root for the good guys, even the ones who have only recently joined their ranks, 
in this steamy, thrilling paranormal romance with a heart of gold.

Christie Ridgway is a lifelong romance reader and a published romance  
novelist of over 60 books.
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In her moving sophomore novel, 
notable author Amy Lynn Green 

delivers a compelling tale of  
courage and conviction as  

readers get a fascinating look  
at conscientious objectors  

during WWII.
The Lines Between Us  
by Amy Lynn Green

August 31

Bestselling and award-winning  
author Elizabeth Camden  

delivers a sweeping historical  
novel brimming with family  

drama, intrigue, and romance  
set during the Gilded Age. 

Carved in Stone  
by Elizabeth Camden

The Blackstone Legacy #1
August 31

In Powner’s worthy follow-up to an 
outstanding debut, this warmheart-

ed contemporary novel explores 
the importance of family in the 

face of Alzheimer’s disease and the 
strength of faith. 

A Flicker of Light  
by Katie Powner

October 5

Readers Will  FallFall in Love with  
These Highly Anticipated New Releases

A division of Baker Publishing Group
bethanyhouse.com

In her bold and lyrical new release, 
Duffy’s confluence of the Western 
world and India creates a standout 
historical romance tale that is sure 
to delight fans of Elizabeth  
Camden and Laura Frantz. 
Every Word Unsaid  
by Kimberly Duffy
November 2

This modern-day Rocky tale from a 
fresh voice expertly weaves elements 
of MMA fighting, overcoming 
domestic abuse, and romance to 
explore rebuilding broken dreams 
in an often unkind world. 
After She Falls  
by Carmen Schober
November 2

From the talented pen of an 
acclaimed author comes a moving 
Appalachian novel that artfully 
weaves in fascinating bits of history, 
exploring the days of water  
divination and the Hawks Nest 
Tunnel disaster.
The Finder of Forgotten Things  
by Sarah Loudin Thomas
December 7
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lifestyles by susannah felts

Susannah Felts is a Nashville-based writer and co-founder of  The Porch,  
a literary arts organization. She enjoys anything paper- or plant-related.

sci-fi & fantasy by chris pickens

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

H Tarot for Change
Times being what they are, an uptick in con-
versation around self-care and coping with 
grief feels appropriate. We’re all, it seems, 
looking for ways to make sense of, or at least 
soften, our experience of the everyday, and in 
this climate, interest in the ancient practice 
of tarot is resurgent. I’m among the curious 
dabblers who are digging deeper, and I’m 
glad to learn from Jessica Dore’s Tarot for 
Change: Using the Cards for Self-Care, 
Acceptance, and Growth (Penguin Life, 
$27, 9780593295939). Dore, a licensed social 
worker, roots her study of tarot in psychology, 

but she also pulls from folk traditions, personal anecdotes, mythology, litera-
ture and much more for a depth-charged exploration of the major and minor 
arcana. Tarot, her book suggests, deserves to be seen as a therapeutic modality 
like any other. “Efforts to boil the study of the soul down to a science have led to 
great strides in the treatment of mental illness,” she writes, “but have relegated 
mystery and magic to the edges.”

Edible Flowers

I knew one could make jelly from violets and 
sprinkle nasturtiums into salad, but I had no 
idea just how many flowers were safe to consume 
until I cracked open Edible Flowers: How, Why, 
and When We Eat Flowers (The Monacelli, $35, 
9781580935715), which showcases more than 100 
nourishing blossoms—and that’s counting only 
specimens from North America and Europe. But 
let’s not get hung up on stats. The key word for this 
gorgeous book is, as author Monica Nelson puts 

it, immersive. Color photographs by Adrianna Glaviano capture the striking 
presence and ephemerality of each bloom, and along with enticing recipes and 
historical and cultural context (“In Ancient Egypt, [calendula] was considered 
the ‘poor man’s saffron,’ ” for example), there are short essays by contemporary 
writers, summoning the reader deeper into the flower-eating experience. Even 
the petite trim size is by design, “allowing the book itself to also be lived with.” 
This one is a true sensual experience between two covers.

The Cocktail Workshop

Many boozy-beverage books have come this 
column’s way in recent years, but the clarity and 
spiffy organization of The Cocktail Workshop 
(Running Press, $27.50, 9780762472970) caught 
my attention and didn’t let it go. I’m an amateur 
when it comes to mixology, so the “first, the 
basics” approach holds appeal. Yes, please do 
give me the how-to (and nerdy details!) of classics 
like the Manhattan, margarita and Negroni. Not 
that connoisseurs won’t also find much to love 

here: The recipes grow far more complex with spirit-swapping, homemade 
tinctures and flaming garnishes. For each of 20 stable “banger” drinks, you’ll 
learn three spinoffs, plus a “workshop” recipe for the extra-ambitious. Mix a 
perfect martini, say, then try a vesper or a bijou before graduating to brewing 
your own vermouth. Or just, you know, splash some bubbly, seltzer and Aperol 
in a glass and call it a spritz.

H A Marvellous Light
Freya Marske’s A Marvellous Light 
(Tordotcom, $27.99, 9781250788870) takes 
us to Edwardian England, where manners 
are surface-level, magic is real and mysteries 
abound around every cobbled street corner. 
Robin Blyth takes a mysterious job in the 
government’s Special Domestic Affairs and 
Complaints division. In his rather baffling 
first 15 minutes on the job, Robin meets 
the somewhat awkward and brisk Edwin 
Courcey, who informs Robin that magic is 
real and that his predecessor was murdered 
by magical means. Though Robin and Edwin 
would each prefer working with someone 

else, it’s up to the two of them to find out what happened to the man Robin 
replaced, revealing a conspiracy that threatens all magical people in England. 
Robin and Edwin’s relationship anchors the narrative, and the way that they 
challenge and then question and then accept each other is captivating. Marske 
deftly contrasts the couple’s affection with the stuffiness of the world that 
surrounds them, making their love all the more resonant.

Noor

Nnedi Okorafor’s singular voice is on full display in 
the sci-fi thriller Noor (DAW, $27, 9780756416096). 
Anwuli Okwudili is a Nigerian girl who was born 
with deformities in her legs and one of her arms, 
intestinal malrotation and only one lung. After a 
car accident further limits the use of her legs and 
gives her debilitating headaches and memory 
issues, Anwuli gets a whole raft of biomechanical 
body enhancements. Viewed as half human and half 
machine, she flees her village after killing several 
men who attacked her and tries to stay ahead of 

a reckoning she knows is coming. A leading voice in the subgenre of African 
futurism, Okorafor’s power on the page is confident, vivid and uniquely her 
own. Her examination of technology’s influence on health, nature, local com-
munities and so many other parts of life is as precise as it is disturbing. Noor 
is a cautionary thriller, told with exuberance and conviction.

Sistersong

A story of family, magic, romance and betrayal, 
Lucy Holland’s Sistersong (Redhook, $28, 
9780316320771) lingers long after its final page. 
Britain in A.D. 535, recently relieved of Roman 
rule, is full of many independent kingdoms. One 
of these, Dumnonia, is home to three sisters. Each 
sister yearns for something: Riva for a body healed 
from the fire that disfigured her, Keyne for a place 
at her father’s side in battle, and Sinne for her true 
love. But it’s a tumultuous time for Dumnonia. A 
Christian priest seeks to rid the kingdom of the old 

gods, and the Saxons begin their invasion of Britain. The sisters have to choose 
whether to take matters (and magic) into their own hands or let their kingdom 
fade into the past as a new Britain rises. Holland nails an early Middle Ages 
aesthetic, using it as the backdrop for some intensely personal storytelling. 
Be prepared for triumph and tragedy, fantasy and folklore, might and magic.
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Get better,  
together

In How to Hold a Grudge: From 
Resentment to Contentment—The 
Power of Grudges to Transform Your 
Life (Scribner, $17, 9781982111434), 
mystery and thriller author Sophie 
Hannah (The Killings at Kingfisher 
Hill, Perfect Little Children) looks at the 
positive aspects of grudge-holding and 
how they can lead to personal growth. 
Drawing on her own experience and 
the input of psychotherapists, Hannah 
urges readers to stop trying to suppress 
negative feelings and offers advice on 
how to use grudges to strengthen rela-

tionships. She discusses forgiveness and the importance of letting go in a dryly 
funny, refreshingly down-to-earth tone in this guaranteed conversation-starter.

Shannon Lee passes on the philosophies of her famous father, action movie 
legend and cultural icon Bruce Lee, in Be Water, My Friend: The Teachings 
of Bruce Lee (Flatiron, $16.99, 9781250206701). Grounded in martial arts, a 

practice that Lee faithfully 
followed from an early age, 
the teachings shared in this 
inspiring book are geared 
toward self-realization and 
inner growth. The author 

emphasizes her father’s “be water” mantra and explains how it can help us 
be more flexible, adaptable and at ease in our daily lives. Highly relevant sub-
jects such as living with change and defining yourself and your identity will 
get book clubs talking.

In You’re Not Listening: What You’re Missing and Why It Matters (Celadon, 
$16.99, 9781250779878), New York Times contributor Kate Murphy delivers tips 
on how we can improve our listening skills, stop getting sidetracked and focus 
on the present. 
In a brisk and 
lively narrative, 
she talks with 
professional lis-
teners (including 
a CIA agent and 
the production 
team of NPR’s 
“Fresh Air”) and 
checks in with 
psychologists and sociologists for insights into the process of listening. A 
rewarding selection for reading groups, Murphy’s book offers numerous dis-
cussion topics, including technology’s impact upon communication and the 
human need for connection.

Readers who are seeking a sense of purpose will find a helpful guide in 
Casper ter Kuile’s The Power of Ritual: Turning Everyday Activities Into 
Soulful Practices (HarperOne, $16.99, 9780062881823). Ter Kuile feels that 
even as traditional notions of community change, we can still find meaning, 
connection and (yes!) joy in our daily routines with pastimes like yoga, jour-
naling and reading. Through these simple pursuits, ter Kuile believes we can 
cultivate contentment. His hopeful book will guide readers on their individual 
journeys, and his thoughts on the meanings of community and personal ful-
fillment will trigger lively dialogue within reading groups.

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

These truly inspiring self-help 
books will energize and 
refresh your reading group. 

by julie halebook clubs

ALL HER LITTLE SECRETS 
by Wanda M. Morris 
“A brilliantly nuanced but power-
house exploration of race, the legal 
system, and the crushing pressure of 
keeping secrets.”
—KARIN SLAUGHTER, 
New York Times bestselling author

DEATH AT GREENWAY  
by Lori Rader-Day
“Two strangers with secrets, ten little 
children evacuated from London, and 
a stay at Agatha Christie’s country 
house make for a deliciously compelling 
mystery. A triumph.”
—Susan Elia MacNeal,
New York Times bestselling author

THE LAST CHECKMATE 
by Gabriella Saab 

”From the strategic opening move of  
The Last Checkmate, I was in the grip  

of an unforgettable story. A do-not- 
miss WWII historical novel.”

—PATTI CALLAHAN, 
New York Times bestselling author

THE HIDDEN CHILD 
by Louise Fein 

“A heart-wrenching depiction of  
a golden couple in the 1920s…. 

Shocking, emotive, and compelling, 
but ultimately a story of hope.  

I loved it.” 
—DEBORAH CARR

USA Today bestselling author

t  @Morrow_PB   t @bookclubgirl 
f  William Morrow   I BookClubGirl
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The Shadows of Men

Calcutta, 1923: Then, as now, the state of Muslim-Hindu relations evoked 
an image of a short-fused powder keg, awaiting only the striking of a 
convenient match. The murder of a prominent Hindu theologian pro-
vides said spark, setting the stage for Abir Mukherjee’s fifth novel, The 
Shadows of Men (Pegasus, $25.95, 9781643137445). Police Captain Sam 
Wyndham and Sergeant Surendranath Banerjee are tasked with unrav-
eling the circumstances of the homicide before holy war breaks out in 
the streets and alleyways of West Bengal’s most populous city. Things 
take a complicated turn almost immediately, as Banerjee finds himself 
framed for the aforementioned murder and thus removed from the state 
of play, at least in any official capacity. But he and Wyndham have never 
been what you’d call sticklers for the rules, and this time will prove to 
be no exception. Their investigation, at times in tandem but more often 
in parallel, will carry them to Bombay, which is unfamiliar turf to both 

of them. There they will discover that there is more afoot than just age-old cultural and religious enmity, 
and that certain third parties may harbor a keen—albeit covert—interest in fanning the flames of mutual 
intolerance. The narrative is first-person throughout, switching from Wyndham’s perspective to Banerjee’s 
in alternating chapters, an unusual and clever approach that keeps readers dead center in the melee, while 
at the same time poised on the edges of their seats.

All Her Little Secrets

Wanda M. Morris’ debut novel, All Her Little Secrets (William Morrow, $16.99, 
9780063082465), is a multilayered, atmospheric thriller with subplot atop sub-
plot. In a 200-odd-word review, I can barely scratch the surface. The main 
characters are Atlanta corporate attorney Ellice Littlejohn, a Black woman 
who is the lead counsel for a thriving transport company; her brother Sam, 
a ne’er-do-well who skates very close to the edge of legality, and sometimes 
over the edge; her auntie Vera, once a ball of fire, now laid low by advancing 
episodes of dementia; and CEO Nate Ashe, a Southern gentleman who might be 
looking out for Ellice’s interests but who also might be a corrupt businessman 
attuned to the optics of displaying a minority woman in a position of power. 
Then there is a murder, and another, and it becomes next to impossible for Ellice 
to determine who is in her corner. Examinations of racism, sexism, ageism and 
classism (and probably other -isms I have forgotten about) abound, making 

All Her Little Secrets a very timely read, in addition to being one heck of a debut.

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

Psycho by the Sea

A handful of pages into Lynne Truss’ hilarious new installment in her Constable 
Twitten series, Psycho by the Sea (Raven, $27, 9781526609878), I found myself 
imagining it as a BBC TV series with an eccentric “Fawlty Towers” sort of vibe, 
perhaps with a screenplay penned by Graham Greene. The characters are 
delightfully overblown, the storyline whimsical (well, if a cop killer who boils 
his victims’ severed heads fits your notion of whimsy).The novel is set in 1957 in 
the English seaside town of Brighton, which is not the sort of place that jumps to 
mind as crime central. Still, a number of locals make a good living pushing the 
boundaries of the law, including Mrs. Groynes, the lady who makes the tea at 
the Brighton police station. Privy as she is to the daily departmental goings-on, 
she ensures that the constables will be conveniently far from wherever her 
crimes are set to take place. When the severed-head-boiling killer escapes 
from the psychiatric detention facility he has called home for several years, 

perhaps aided in that getaway by a staff psychotherapist, all manner of ghoulish things begin to take place 
in the otherwise somnolent resort. While Psycho by the Sea is not the most suspenseful story on offer this 
month, it is easily the funniest, the quirkiest and the most entertaining read of the bunch.

H Silverview
When John le Carré passed away in December 
2020, he left a gift behind for his readers: 
Silverview (Viking, $28, 9780593490594), 
one last novel from the master of espionage. 
The story goes that le Carré began work on the 
book nearly a decade ago, but it was held for 
publication as the author “tinkered” with it (a 
sly nod to his 1974 book Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, 
Spy?). The tinkering paid off. Silverview is one 
of his best works, an intricate cat-and-mouse 
tale in which just who is the feline and who is 
the rodent is up in the air until the final pages. 
Julian Lawndsley has recently moved to a small 
town by the sea, and taken over the running 
of a local bookstore. When he meets Polish 
émigré Edward Avon, Julian is virtually bowled 
over by the larger-than-life demeanor of the 
elderly white-haired gentleman. Together 
they hatch a plan to expand Julian’s store. 
Meanwhile in London, British intelligence 
has launched an investigation into a long-ago 
incident in Edward’s life, one that suggests he 
may still be in the spy game. If this is true, it’s 
anybody’s guess who his employer might be, 
for it is certainly not the home team. Not that 
the home team could even remotely be con-
sidered the good guys, mind you. But I suppose 
treason is treason, irrespective of the morality 
of the players. Perhaps even more world-weary 
in tone than the le Carré books that preceded 
it, Silverview will make readers look askance 
at the sort of things their countries do on the 
world stage.

Bruce Tierney lives outside Chiang Mai, Thailand, where he bicycles through the rice paddies daily
 and reviews the best in mystery and suspense every month.
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H Once There Were 
Wolves
Charlotte McConaghy’s second 
novel, Once There Were Wolves 
(Macmillan Audio, 8.5 hours), 
spirals into the recesses of the 
heart, exploring climate change and 
human behavior through the story of 
one woman’s fraught life. Inti’s work 
involves releasing wolves into the 
Scottish Highlands, a controversial 

venture that arouses suspicion—and then violence—from farmers. Master 
voice actor Saskia Maarleveld keeps the book’s intrigue high, as her breathless 
delivery captures Inti’s sensitivity and other characters’ misgivings of one 
another. She also drives home the book’s global expanse through a medley of 
expert accents, including Canadian, Australian and Scottish.

—Mari Carlson

All In

In All In (Random House Audio, 18 hours), Billie Jean King tells of her triumphs 
and struggles both on and off the tennis court. In moments of pain and joy, 
King connects deeply with her audience through audible tears and laughter, 
culminating in an inspiring and cathartic listening experience.

—Mari Carlson 

The Verge

A Spanish queen. A Florentine printer. An English wool 
merchant. According to Patrick Wyman, author and 
narrator of The Verge (Hachette Audio, 11.5 hours), 
these are among the actors who gave birth to the modern 
world. Wyman argues that from 1490 to 1530, a series 
of economic, religious and state-building revolutions 
transformed Europe into the dominant global power. 
Creator of the podcast series Tides of History and Fall 
of Rome, Wyman is a skilled performer with obvious 
enthusiasm for his subject.

—Deborah Mason

H A Carnival of Snackery

A Carnival of Snackery (Hachette Audio, 17 hours) 
collects highlights from David Sedaris’ diaries from 
2003–2020. British-born actor Tracey Ullman narrates 
the portions of the audiobook set in England, to capture 
the local charm in a way he cannot. But Sedaris hardly 
needs help: He doesn’t perform as many voices in his 
sections, but his emphasis and timing get right to the 
humor at the heart of his diaries.

—Anna Zeitlin

H The Great Glorious Goddamn of It All

Set in an Idaho lumber town at the end of the lumberjack 
era and populated by ghosts, witches and demons, Josh Ritter’s rollicking 
novel The Great Glorious Goddamn of It All (Harlequin Audio, 7 hours) is 
as true and honest as the honed edge of a jack’s favorite ax. Ritter’s talents as 
a singer-songwriter make this audiobook, which includes an original song, a 
special pleasure.

—Deborah Mason

audio
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LILY KING BY THE SEA
The acclaimed writer takes us home to the 

New England coast and into the memories that 
inspired a story in her terrific first collection.

Lily King has been publishing fiction for more than 20 years, but in the last 
decade, she has earned a new level of acclaim and success with the two rav-
ishing, highly praised novels Euphoria and Writers & Lovers. The latter landed 
on shelves two weeks before the COVID-19 pandemic shut down bookstores 
(and just about everything else in the world), so she was unable to do much 
in the way of promotion. 

She has greater hopes—and a scheduled book tour—for her collection of 10 
startling short stories, Five Tuesdays in Winter. 

King’s new book takes the long view. The stories included span the entirety 
of the 58-year-old writer’s career, and about half of them are new material, not 
previously published in magazines. In a call to her home in Maine, she explains 
that she fell in love with short stories in high school. She’s been keeping jour-
nals since fifth grade (and still has them all, lined up 
on three shelves in her office), but she didn’t dream 
of becoming a published writer until her discovery of 
the short story form. 

“Short stories are much harder [to write] than nov-
els,” she says. “They can be more satisfying because you 
get to the end faster and don’t have to carry the despair 
for years and years. If you don’t like them, you can walk 
away from them. But you can’t make the mistakes that 
you can make in a novel. You can’t have those weird 
little spasms that a novel allows.”

The stories here are layered, incisive, sometimes 
dark and often funny. The opening tale, “Creature,” 
is about 14-year-old Carol, a nascent writer who is 
hired by a wealthy woman who lives in a mansion on 
a rocky New England coastal promontory. For two 
or three weeks in summer, Carol is to be the live-in 
babysitter for the woman’s very young grandchildren. 
Carol’s services are meant to free up the children’s 
mother, Kay, to spend more time with her own mother. 
Even before the arrival of Kay’s ne’er-do-well brother, 
Hugh, Carol observes the silences between mother 
and daughter. 

“Creature” exposes the divisions within families, the 
flinty coldness and deliberate, doting blindness of a 
certain kind of parent. In its surprising conclusion we 
understand the hard shift in awareness that will inform 
Carol’s future as a writer. But is it autobiographical? 

Not quite, explains King, though it is set in the 
town where she grew up: Manchester, Massachusetts, 
renamed Manchester-by-the-Sea in 1989. “I feel I was straddling a lot of dif-
ferent worlds,” she says of those days. “My parents got divorced. My mother 
and I were in an apartment downtown without a lot of money. My father was 
up in the house on the point. Then my father remarried and remarried again. 
My mother remarried and we moved to a different part 
of town in a big house. I was both a babysitter trying to 
make money and then a person who sometimes lived 
in a big house.”

King’s experiences with this class dichotomy burn 
through this story collection, as do strong impulses 
instilled by years of babysitting, which she began at age 11 and continued 
until she was 32. “You step into somebody else’s family, and you have to intuit 
their whole ethos,” she says. “I’m interested in fitting in and not fitting in. How a 

situation in a house becomes very fraught. About the 
power, about everybody’s dysfunction.”

For the past few years, King and her family have 
lived in Portland, Maine, but the pandemic hit shortly 
after their move, so she still doesn’t feel completely 
settled. They previously lived in the smaller town of 
Yarmouth, but when her older daughter went off to 
college, her younger daughter lobbied for the family 
to move to Portland, “the big city.” 

Now their house is on a hill, and King’s top-floor 
office gives her an expansive view of city rooftops and 
the Atlantic Ocean. Her husband, a writer and fine 
arts painter, has a studio on the top floor as well. His 
mother, also an artist, painted the vivid work that con-
stitutes the cover art of Five Tuesdays in Winter. The 

full painting graces King’s living room. 
Even after 20-plus years in Maine, King still expresses surprise to be living 

in New England. “When I left Massachusetts at the age of 18, I thought I would 
never, ever live in New England again,” she says. “And I didn’t for a long time. 

But I just kept kind of circling back and then leaving again 
and coming back.”

King’s life has taken her all over the U.S. and even to 
Valencia, Spain, but starting a family with her husband 
helped her make the decision to return. “It just seemed 
that I had to raise my kids with seasons,” she says. “With 

winter, with snow. I didn’t think it could happen because I hadn’t had a happy 
childhood, I hadn’t loved the cold. But here I am.” 

—Alden Mudge

interview | lily king

Five Tuesdays in Winter
Grove, $27, 9780802158765

Short Stories

“I hadn’t had a happy 
childhood, I hadn’t loved 
the cold. But here I am.” 

Visit BookPage.com to read our starred 
review of Five Tuesdays in Winter.
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“A beautifully written, must-read story.”
—Madeline Martin
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H The Sentence
By Louise Erdrich

Literary Fiction

Pulitzer Prize winner Louise Erdrich under-
stands the sense of significance, whether sublim-
inal or overt, that we can glean from stories—and 
what this offers our daily lives. The Sentence 
(Harper, $28.99, 9780062671127), Erdrich’s latest 
novel, unfolds over the course of one tumultuous 
year, and its persistent search for meaning reveals 
astonishing, sublime depths.

Tookie is an ex-convict turned bookseller work-
ing in a Minneapolis bookstore after years of read-
ing for pure survival. Her voracious appetite for 
words has made her very good at what she does, but 
on All Souls’ Day in 2019, her world is thrown into 
disarray by an unlikely challenger. A customer who 
recently died has made her way back to the store, 
bringing along some revelations in a mysterious 
handwritten book, and she won’t leave until Tookie 
can figure out why she returned in the first place. 

Though this often 
comical ly  unpre-
dictable ghost story 
forms the spine of The 
Sentence, Erdrich also 
branches out to explore 
the broader landscape 
of Minneapolis in 2019 
and 2020, from the 
onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic to the mur-
der of George Floyd 
and the protests that 
followed. Yet her nar-
rative never loses its 
grip. As vast as its scope 
may be, The Sentence 
doesn’t feel overstuffed 
because Erdrich roots 
it in Tookie’s own 
longings, beliefs and 
challenges. 

Tookie isn’t just 
plagued by a literal ghost; she’s also haunted 

in other ways, and as she 
searches for the signifi-
cance of these hauntings, 
she finds that she’s far from 
alone in her experience. 
Erdrich’s prose, layered 
with unforgettable flour-
ishes of detail—from the 
mesmeric spinning of a 
ceiling fan to the quest for 
the perfect soup—enhances 
and deepens this growing 
sense of a larger, collective 
haunting. 

The Sentence is an 
imaginative, boldly honest 
exploration of our ever- 
evolving search for truth 
in the stories we both 
consume and create. It’s 
a staggering addition to 
Erdrich’s already impressive 
body of work. 

—Matthew Jackson

H The Memoirs of  
Stockholm Sven
By Nathaniel Ian Miller

Historical 
Fiction

“The Arctic had 
a way of remind-
ing you that your life 
was unimportant, 
expendable, and easily 
extinguished,” writes 
Nathaniel Ian Miller in 
his stellar first novel. 
He knows this harsh 
environment all too 
well, having lived there 
as part of the annual 

Arctic Circle artist and scientist expeditionary pro-
gram. During his residency, he happened upon a 
century-old hut where a hermit once lived on an 
otherwise uninhabited fjord. The discovery inspired 
Miller to write a fictional account of the man’s life. 
The result, The Memoirs of Stockholm Sven (Little, 
Brown, $28, 9780316592550), seems so authentic in 
both detail and slightly archaic narrative voice that 
it’s easy to forget it’s not an actual memoir. 

Growing up in Stockholm, Sven Ormson dreams 
of polar exploration and reads not only famous, 
heroic accounts but also all of the “terminally dull 
voyage narratives” he can get his hands on. At age 
32, he sets out for Spitsbergen, a Norwegian archi-
pelagic isle in the Arctic Circle, where he begins 
working in a dangerous, soul-sucking mine. Before 
long, a horrific accident leaves him disfigured and 

“resolved to spend [his] life alone” as an Arctic trap-
per. And he’s hardly a gifted trapper. 

Thus begins a truly walloping tale of solitude and 
survival told in visceral detail, a combination of 
Miller’s wild imagination and his beautifully pre-
cise prose. By design, the novel is so full of lengthy 
descriptions that a certain amount of perseverance 
is required of the reader. But Sven is an insight-
ful yet comically ironic narrator, and there is often 
great excitement in his story, including “ice bear” 
attacks, near starvation, northern lights and the 
haunting sounds of calving glaciers.

The arctic landscape is mostly barren, but Sven 
encounters a parade of quirky yet meaningful char-
acters who appear, disappear and sometimes reap-
pear in his life. He also offers a surprising amount 
of social commentary, touching on corporate greed, 
the plight of workers, the tragedy and senselessness 
of war, the rewards of canine-human relationships, 
the necessity of intellectual pursuits and more.

Although The Memoirs of Stockholm Sven 
is a vastly different book from Peter Heller’s The 
Guide, these two novels may appeal to the same 
audience: readers who love exquisite nature writ-
ing and crave no-holds-barred, extreme outdoor 
adventures. Miller goes one step further, however, 
by imbuing his novel with an unforgettable narra-
tor who asks essential questions of human connec-
tion, a remarkable achievement for a novel osten-
sibly about solitude. What makes a family? What 
makes a devoted friend? What makes a great life?

Like the arctic landscape itself, The Memoirs of 
Stockholm Sven is beautifully stark and unimag-
inably rich, a book that will long be remembered 
by its lucky readers. 

—Alice Cary

Oh William!
By Elizabeth Strout

Family Drama

Readers first fell in 
love with Lucy Barton 
in Elizabeth Strout’s 
2016 novel, My Name 
Is Lucy Barton, a 
gentle reflection on 
the titular charac-
ter’s life and parental 
influence during an 
extended hospitaliza-
tion. In Oh William! 
(Random House, $27, 

9780812989434), it’s been years since Lucy left her 
first husband, William. But despite the many affairs 
he conducted during their marriage and her own 
affair that prompted her departure, they remain 
each other’s confidants. 

As the novel opens, Lucy has been widowed for a 
year after the death of her second husband, David. 
She explores her grief throughout the book, but 
her devotion to William also demands her atten-
tion. As in each of Strout’s novels about Lucy, her 
narration is nearly a stream of consciousness. The 
novel’s lack of chapter breaks reinforces its interior 
nature and invites readers to immerse themselves 
in Lucy’s ruminations. 

As Lucy contemplates her lasting bond with 
William, she considers their marriage and the ways 
their relationship has affected their daughters. It 
isn’t always clear whether Lucy likes or respects her 
ex-husband, but her tie to him is unbreakable, her 
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curiosity about him unwavering: “I wondered who 
William was. I have wondered this before. Many 
times I have wondered this.” Likewise, William 
turns to Lucy, rather than to his current wife, when 
his sleep is disrupted by night terrors involving his 
late mother. And it’s Lucy he seeks when he con-
fronts a secret his mother kept from him. 

Pulitzer Prize winner Strout is a master of quiet, 
reflective stories that are driven more by their char-
acters than by events. Her fans will find plenty to 
love as Lucy and William set out to explore his fam-
ily history. At each step, Lucy contemplates her 
relationships to the people around her. Though 
she often feels invisible, her ties to William, their 
daughters and the strangers they encounter remind 
her that she has a place in the world.

—Carla Jean Whitley

H O Beautiful
By Jung Yun

Literary Fiction

Jung Yun’s second 
novel is a riveting story 
of a Korean American 
woman claiming a 
country that has done 
its best to reject her.

After decades as a 
model, Elinor Hanson 
went back to school 
and reinvented herself 
as a journalist. Barely 
supporting herself 

with freelance work, she is surprised when one of 
her graduate school professors offers her a plum 
assignment: covering North Dakota’s oil boom for a 
prominent magazine. Elinor, who grew up on a U.S. 
Air Force base in North Dakota, is curious about 
the changes this new gold rush has created, so she 
agrees to travel home. 

Elinor barely recognizes the state she left behind. 
Its small towns burst with new arrivals seeking 
opportunities, and fracking has all but destroyed 
the land. But the anxiety expressed by longtime 
residents is dishearteningly familiar to Elinor, and 
her encounters with sexism and racism quickly 
bring back the trauma of life on the air base. Elinor 
is the daughter of an American airman and a Korean 
woman who met overseas, and on the base, other 
wives withheld their friendship from Elinor’s mother, 
while other husbands were all too willing to flirt.

As Elinor grapples with the difficult assignment, 
she is drawn into an unsolved missing persons 
case: a white woman who disappeared while jog-
ging eight years ago. But that story doesn’t allow her 
to forge fresh investigative paths or distract from 
the rage she realizes has been simmering since her 
teens. When some of her former classmates reach 
out about a harassment suit against her professor, 
she begins to question his motivations in passing 
on the assignment in the first place. 

O Beautiful (St. Martin’s, $27.99, 9781250274328) 
moves swiftly, with all the force of a finely honed 
thriller. As Elinor reckons with her past and the 
ways people have treated her, her mother and her 
sisters, she begins to examine the anger and love 
she feels for both her family and country. Open-
ended and openhearted, O Beautiful may provide 
Elinor with more questions than answers, but it 
also instills in her a newfound determination to 
claim America as her own.  

—Lauren Bufferd

H Still Life
By Sarah Winman

Historical 
Fiction

“I know by expe-
rience that the poets 
are right: love is eter-
nal,” Mr. Emerson tells 
Lucy Honeychurch in 
E.M. Forster’s novel A 
Room With a View. It’s 
a beautiful sentiment, 
one that Sarah Winman 
incorporates into Still 
Life (Putnam, $27, 

9780593330753), along with other enduring realities, 
such as the transcendence of art and the pain of war. 

Winman’s fourth novel is a gambol through some 
of the major events of the mid-20th century, and 
much of the action occurs in Italy. It opens in 1944, 
as Ulysses Temper, a young private in the British 
army, is driving through Florence. Evelyn Skinner, 
a 64-year-old English art historian, waves down his 
jeep. She’s in Italy to “liaise with the Monuments, 
Fine Arts and Archives officers” and locate artworks 
sequestered from museums and churches. He gives 
her a ride. From there, Winman takes the reader 
through 35 years of world history, from World War II 
to the moon landing to natural disasters in Florence, 
as seen through the eyes of her characters.

After the war, Ulysses returns to London, where 
he resumes work on the globe-manufacturing busi-
ness he took over from his father. He spends time at 
a pub called the Stout and Parrot, where denizens 
include Col, the owner; piano player Pete; Ulysses’ 
unfaithful spouse, Peg; their daughter, Alys; and a 
blue parrot named Claude.

An unexpected inheritance prompts Ulysses to 
leave London and return to Florence. Winman’s 
plot at times relies too heavily on moments of ser-
endipity like this one, but readers will nonetheless 
be charmed by Ulysses’ attempts to set up a pen-
sione, as well as by Evelyn’s parallel story and her 
many lovers, and the ways in which her life and 
Ulysses’ become linked.

Still Life is, ultimately, a celebration of Italy, with 
loving descriptions of its buildings and country-
side, of old women gossiping on stone benches, of 
Tuscany’s “thick forests of chestnut trees and fields 

of sunflowers.” It’s light yet satisfying, like foamed 
milk atop a cappuccino. 

—Michael Magras

New York, My Village
By Uwem Akpan

Literary Fiction

Literature and myth 
are full of tales of the 
naif who finds himself 
embroiled in circum-
stances so off-the-wall 
that only his inno-
cence and good nature 
save him. Uwem 
Akpan’s first novel, 
New York, My Village 
(Norton,  $27.95, 
9780393881424), is 

almost one of these tales.
Nigerian editor Ekong Udousoro has been 

granted a fellowship to work on a book about the 
Biafran War at a boutique New York publishing 
house. But first, he has to get to the United States, 
and the novel’s opening chapters deal with the frus-
trations of acquiring a visa. Ekong experiences a 
foretaste of what he’ll find in New York City: people 
who are indifferent and reject him, and people who 
seem kind and still reject him. Finally, on his third 
try, Ekong gets his visa.

New York City is just as baffling. Ekong’s col-
leagues at the publishing house, every one of them 
white, welcome him effusively. They’re happy to 
treat him like a king as long as he keeps a low pro-
file. When Ekong, his childhood friend Usen and 
Usen’s family go to church, they’re nearly thrown 
out, then embraced, then ushered into the sacristy 
where the priest tells them never to come back and 
suggests they worship at an African American 
church nearby. This nearly sparks an international 
incident. Worst of all, Ekong and his screwy neigh-
bors in their Hell’s Kitchen walk-up have bedbugs.

But Ekong is no Candide, nor is he Xi from The 
Gods Must Be Crazy. Intelligent and sophisticated, 
he’s capable of a rage that would never occur to 
these characters. Even as he comes from a place 
roiling with strife, corruption and intertribal 
bigotry—his very name means “war”—he just can’t 
wrap his mind around the perfidy, hypocrisy and 
smarmy racism that he’s found in America.

Akpan, author of the award-winning story collec-
tion Say You’re One of Them, allows Ekong’s aston-
ished anger, acerbic humor and, despite every-
thing, love of New York and its people to anchor 
him. Of all the characters in New York, My Village, 
Ekong knows who he is. We are privileged to get to 
know him, too.

—Arlene McKanic

Visit BookPage.com to read a Behind 
the Book essay from Uwem Akpan.
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Publicly excavating the soul
Bestselling memoirist Katherine May opens up  

about the risks and rewards of opening up.

In my memoir, The Electricity of Every Living 
Thing, I write not just about my late autism diag-
nosis but also about the experience of unearth-
ing a hidden self. This autistic version of me was 
smothered and buried 
in childhood, when I 
saw very clearly and 
painfully that she was 
unacceptable to the 
outside world. I deter-
mined to make a bright, shiny new person in her 
place, one who fit in. I then spent the next 30 years 
ineffectually covering my tracks.

And yet, once I had a name for what I was, I knew 
immediately that I wanted to write about it, and to 
externalize all those parts of my experience that I 
found so shameful for so long. I wanted to cap-
ture the feeling of being profoundly different from 
most of the people around me, the struggles to cope 
with everyday life, the canvas of self-loathing and 
exhaustion onto which I 
painted my identity. Most 
of all, I wanted to write 
about the process of con-
cealing all this, even from 
myself. I wanted to show 
what it was like to undergo 
this unpeeling.

The question I often get 
asked is: Why? Why would 
I expose such a raw nerve? 
Why would I so willingly 
express my otherness and 
undermine my chance to 
be “one of us”? I could, 
after all, make my own pri-
vate adaptations and carry 
on pretending to the out-
side world that I am per-
fectly fine. 

This archaeology of the 
soul is common currency 
in memoir. Like therapy, 
life writing encourages us 
to dig through the strata 
of our experiences to 
uncover something that 
glints with fascination. 
Except that we memoir-
ists undertake this work 
in public. It is, I’ll admit, an unusual instinct. 
Memoirists don’t simply manifest their pain. We 
dig deeper into it, picking at the healed parts until 
they bleed again.

But this is the offering that memoirists make to 
our readers. In return for their attention, we offer 

them contact with our humanity. Good memoir 
is transgressive because it exposes the secrets we 
hold in common. It offers both reader and writer 
the catharsis of shedding shame. Quite often, read-

ers find a mirror of the 
aspects of themselves 
that they thought 
were their own unique 
burdens. This is an 
exchange of gifts: By 

writing, I affirm the experiences of others; by being 
read, I am affirmed. 

But I think we defang memoir when we only see 
it as a therapeutic tool, a simple airing of private 
experience. It’s also a craft, a creative form within 
which I practice. I wrote The Electricity of Every 
Living Thing because I wanted to explore how to 
tell a story that took the reader on the same jour-
ney that I took, the gradual uncovering of the true 
nature of my mind. I wanted readers to experi-

ence coming to love the 
differences you’ve always 
despised in yourself, and to 
finally integrate your sense 
of outsidership.

This is, of course, polit-
ical. Memoir usually is. 
When I started to imag-
ine this book, I knew that 
it would have to subvert a 
number of common ideas. 
For example, it would 
need to make readers 
painfully aware that they 
have probably misunder-
stood autism, just as I did. 
To achieve that, I had to 
show myself being wrong. 

As I wrote about walk-
ing 630 miles along the 
South West Coast Path in 
England, I also sought to 
undermine the heroic nar-
rative of journeys into the 
wilderness, to resist the 
idea that I had to effect 
some kind of physical tri-
umph to assert my value 
in this world. This was 
intended as a sly critique 

of the male adventurer whose feats of explora-
tion are underwritten by the work of an invisible 
woman. In my book, I show how difficult it was 
to get time alone to walk as the mother of a young 
child, and I make the compromises and conflicts 
part of the story. 

Because memoir tells a true story, the contract 
with the reader is different: Their attention is 
drawn by fascination with the real rather than by 
the promise of a good yarn, in which everything 
turns out all right in the end. This is absolutely why 
I write memoir. It functions more like gossip than 
the hero’s journey, and so it buys me a license to 
stretch the boundaries of conventional storytelling. 
I can teach without being didactic. I can show you 
life in a different mind in a way that feels elemental 
rather than told. 

Of course, when you transform details from 
your real life into story, the sense of exposure can 
bite—but that comes most of all when the contract 
between reader and writer is broken. Not all read-
ers understand that memoir is a literary form rather 
than an affidavit. I tell what I choose to tell, and the 
hidden side of that is what I choose to withhold. 
I grow uncomfortable when people pry further. 
Memoirists can be fiercely protective of the priva-
cies they choose to keep. 

But ultimately the exposure doesn’t trouble me 
because I already processed my feelings of shame 
during the act of writing, and now I’m ready to 
share the product of that time. It’s a particular kind 
of story, both lived and made, a crafted truth. It 
was made to change both reader and writer. It was 
made to share.

—Katherine May

behind the book | katherine may

“By writing, I affirm the 
experiences of others; by being 

read, I am affirmed.”

Visit BookPage.com to read our review 
of The Electricity of Every Living Thing.

The Electricity of Every Living Thing
Melville House, $17 .99, 9781612199603

Memoir
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H 1000 Years of 
Joys and Sorrows
By Ai Weiwei 
Translated by Allan H. Barr

Memoir

In 2011, the Chinese government imprisoned the 
prolific artist and human rights activist Ai Weiwei 
for 81 days on charges of “economic crimes”—
though the real reason was his outspoken politi-
cal activism. Though harrowing, the experience 
spurred Ai Weiwei to see the parallels between 
his father’s tumultuous life and his own. Now, in 
his moving and passionate memoir, 1000 Years of 
Joys and Sorrows (Crown, $32, 9780553419467), Ai 
Weiwei looks back on growing up during China’s 
Cultural Revolution and recounts the extraordinary 
life of his father, the exiled poet Ai Qing.

The first half of the memoir is dedicated to Ai 
Qing, who, along with his family, was forced into 
exile in 1957, the year Ai Weiwei was born. Because 
of his status as a writer and poet, and his strained 
relationship with the Communist regime, Ai Qing 
was viewed as a threat and forced to do back- 
breaking work in a labor camp, such as cleaning 
camp latrines and pruning forests, all while facing 

constant public humiliation 
and sometimes physical 
abuse. As conditions became 
more dangerous for political 
prisoners under Chairman 
Mao Zedong’s rule, Ai Qing’s 
family was relocated several 
times, with precipitously 
worsening conditions. At 
one point, they were sent 
to “Little Siberia” in north-
east China, where they were 
forced to live in a lice- and 
rat-infested dugout.

Through it all, Ai Qing 
remained stoic and never 
allowed anything to break 
his spirit. He did his work 
well, never complained and waited patiently for 
the punishment to end. Although Ai Weiwei was 
still a child at the time, he, too, knew better than 
to complain. He hated the blind obedience to Mao 
but understood that it was necessary.

After Mao’s death in 1976, Ai Weiwei’s family 
moved to Beijing, and in 1979, Ai Qing was con-
sidered fully rehabilitated by the government and 
no longer a “rightist.” He continued writing and 
publishing poetry, and one of his poems was read 
during the fall of the Berlin Wall.

The second half of the memoir 
turns to Ai Weiwei’s life—his artis-
tic study in the United States, his 
move back to Beijing, his career 
as an artist and his many encoun-
ters with political censorship. He 
writes of his arrest and imprison-
ment with clarity and detail, and 
readers can feel the anxiety of 
political turmoil and the power of 
disobedience as he defies Chinese 
authorities, over and over again.

Sprinkled throughout the 
book are lovely black-and-white 
sketches and drawings by Ai 
Weiwei, as well as many of his 
father’s emotive poems. These 
pieces of art remind readers that, 

although this memoir is a political and personal 
history, Ai Weiwei is first and foremost committed 
to artistic expression.

This heart-rending yet exhilarating book gives a 
rare look into how war and revolution affect inno-
cent bystanders who are just trying to live. It’s 
simultaneously an informative political history of 
the last 100 years in China, an intimate portrait of 
familial bonds through the generations and a testa-
ment to the power of art.

—Sarojini Seupersad

Taste
By Stanley Tucci

Memoir

Like il timpano, the 
enormous layered 
pasta pie that starred 
in the 1996 movie Big 
Night alongside Tony 
Shalhoub and Stanley 
Tucci, the latter’s 
new memoir, Taste: 
My Life Through 
Food (Gallery, $28, 
9781982168018), is a 
gastronome’s delight. 

It has piquant surprises tucked inside and will 
leave readers both sated and wanting more.

When it comes to Tucci, fans always want more. 
The award-winning actor and bestselling cookbook 
author was considered a standout guy even before 
his swoony Negroni tutorial video went viral at the 
beginning of the COVID-19 lockdown. He’s known 
for scene-stealing roles in movies like Spotlight, 
The Hunger Games and The Devil Wears Prada, 
and especially in foodie films like Big Night and 
Julie & Julia. 

And like Julia Child before him (he played her 
husband, Paul, in the film about their lives in 
France), Tucci’s chef skills are as impressive as his 

boundless passion for eating. Such is the life of a 
gourmand, which he revels in and reflects on in 
Taste. The author takes readers on a grand tasting 
tour, from his childhood in Westchester, New York, 
to his 1980s New York City acting debut, to big-
ger roles in major movies made around the world, 
where he always dined with gusto.

Tucci is quite opinionated about food. Well-
placed swear words signify outraged incredulity 
(e.g., an adult “cutting their spaghetti!!!!!!!” or the 
travesty of turkey in an alfredo) and offer hits of 
hilarity throughout. There are also dramatic ren-
derings of memorable conversations, like the 
gasp-inducing time a chef told him, “I make a 
stock . . . of cheese.” 

He shares serious stories as well, like the pain 
and grief he and his family felt when his late wife, 
Kathryn, died in 2009—as well as their joy and 
hope when he married Felicity Blunt in 2012. 
He writes, too, about his recent cancer diagno-
sis and treatment, a grueling experience during 
which he had a feeding tube and worried “things 
would never return to the way they were, when 
life was edible.”

Thankfully he is now cancer-free, and via the 
artfully crafted recipes Tucci includes throughout 
Taste, readers can join him in celebrating food 
and drink once again. Under his tutelage, they 
might even dare to construct and consume their 
own timpano.

—Linda M. Castellitto

H The Chancellor
By Kati Marton

Biography

The key to Angela 
Merkel’s extraordinary 
political achievements 
lies in her beginnings. 
The first half of her 
life was spent in East 
Germany, where she 
withstood the pres-
sures of a police state. 
She learned that free-
dom of thought and 
action cannot be 

taken for granted. As the daughter of a Lutheran 
pastor, Merkel also believed in the importance of 
love as expressed by deeds, not just words, and in 
serving others. Although she became a brilliant 
physicist, she had wide interests and was qui-
etly ambitious. When the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, 
she welcomed the chance to pursue politics in a 
united Germany. 

In The Chancellor: The Remarkable Odyssey 
of Angela Merkel (Simon & Schuster, $30, 
9781501192623), former NPR and ABC News 
reporter Kati Marton explores the public and 
very private life of the woman who served for 16 
years as the head of the German state, which now 



28

reviews | nonfiction

generally reflects Merkel herself: stable, moder-
ate and civil. Marton, who spent her childhood in 
Hungary during the Cold War under a totalitar-
ian regime, is a perfect choice to write Merkel’s 
biography.

Merkel’s rise was spurred on by a combination of 
self-control, strategic thinking, passive aggression 
and luck. In 1991, she assumed a cabinet position 
in Chancellor Helmut Kohl’s newly unified Federal 
Republic of Germany. In 1998, however, after a 
political scandal, she publicly opposed his continu-
ing in office. When she became chancellor in 2005, 
she did not bring specific policies to the office. 
Instead, she brought a belief in Germany’s per-
manent debt to the Jews; precise, evidence-based 
decision-making; and a loathing for dictators who 
imprison their own people.

At an event for volunteers who had helped with 
refugee settlement, Marton asked Merkel which 
single quality sustained her during her long polit-
ical life. Merkel responded, “Endurance.” Marton’s 
beautifully written, balanced and insightful biog-
raphy should be enjoyed by anyone interested in 
global politics or a fascinating life story.

—Roger Bishop

H The Writing of the Gods
By Edward Dolnick

History

Edward Dolnick, 
a u t h o r  o f  T h e 
Clockwork Universe, 
has a remarkable 
ability to explain and 
contextualize com-
plex topics and cre-
ate compelling, lucid 
nonfiction narratives. 
In his new book, 
The Writing of the 
Gods (Scribner. $28, 

9781501198939), he tackles the Rosetta Stone, 
a broken stone slab weighing three quarters of 
a ton that was discovered in a heap of Egyptian 
rubble in 1799.

Once news of this discovery got out, linguists 
and scholars were ecstatic. The stone contained 
three different kinds of inscriptions: Egyptian 
hieroglyphs (undecipherable at the time), a mys-
terious middle section (which turned out to be 
another form of Egyptian writing) and, at the bot-
tom, 53 lines of Greek.

“The first guesses were that it might take two 
weeks to decipher the Rosetta Stone,” Dolnick 
writes. It seemed plausible that the task would be 
simple: If all three sections were the same text in 
different forms, the Greek section should provide 
the key. The reality? It took 20 years to interpret. 
Along the way, Dolnick clearly lays out the high 
stakes of this battle to translate Egyptian writing 
for the first time.

In a conversational, accessible tone, Dolnick 
draws readers into the mystery. He introduces 
linguist rivals Thomas Young and Jean-Francois 
Champollion and takes immense care to illustrate 
the daunting nature of their quest. The result is 
a book that’s much more than a simple biogra-
phy or dull history. Readers are immersed in the 
urgency of these scholars’ task and the weight of 
why it mattered.

Reading The Writing of the Gods is like tagging 
along for a dazzling intellectual journey of dis-
covery, akin to listening to a fascinating lecture. 
Dolnick brings this period of history to life in the 
same way the Rosetta Stone revived ancient Egypt.

—Deborah Hopkinson

Revelations in Air
By Jude Stewart

Science

Smell is such an 
integral part of being 
human, yet it’s proba-
bly our least thought-
about sense. We take 
it for granted, often 
focusing instead on 
what we can see, hear, 
taste and touch. But 

what if we had a guidebook on how to approach 
life through smell and take advantage of the aro-
mas that confront our noses throughout the day?

This is essentially what author Jude Stewart 
(Patternalia) provides in her new book, Revelations 
in Air: A Guidebook to Smell (Penguin, $23, 
9780143135999), a comprehensive handbook 
chock-full of guidance, advice and new ways to 
experience a sense that is barely understood. 
Stewart writes that smell’s “liveness,” its dynamic 
and embodied nature, is what drew her to it and 
led her on a journey to sniff with more intention. 
Along the way she realized that “smelling is a kind 
of meditation turned inside out.”

Starting with the science of smell, Stewart dis-
cusses the nose’s function and purpose, outlining 
the chemistry required for smell “to reach us,” the 
anatomical role of the body’s olfactory bulbs and 
smell’s emotional connection to the brain and 
memory. She then breaks various smells into cat-
egories such as sweet, savory, earthy and funky. 
The usual suspects are featured, such as rose, 
vanilla and bacon, as well as some surprising scents 
many of us will never get a chance to experience, 
including cannon fire, melting permafrost and 
extinct flowers.

Stewart effortlessly combines the fascinating sci-
ence behind smell with historical examples, musi-
cal comparisons and cultural differences in how 
smells are viewed and experienced. Revelations in 
Air gives a fresh perspective on and appreciation 
for this often-ignored sense.  

—Becky Libourel Diamond

H Fallen Idols
By Alex von Tunzelmann

History

All statues are 
raised, but relatively 
few are razed; when 
they are, somebody 
is always upset. In 
recent years, statues 
have been vandalized, 
pulled down by crowds 
and plucked from pub-
lic plinths and placed 
in secret warehouses 
in the dead of night—

to both applause and outcry. Whenever a statue is 
removed, the same questions arise: Are we eras-
ing history? Wasn’t he just a man of his time? In 
Fallen Idols: Twelve Statues That Made History 
(Harper, $26.99, 9780063081673), historian Alex von 
Tunzelmann addresses these questions by examin-
ing 12 different case histories of statues from around 
the world that fell (literally) out of favor. 

Tunzelmann makes the argument that statues 
are not history but rather representations of his-
tory. Josef Stalin’s statues were propaganda to jus-
tify his grip on the Soviet Union, for example, not 
depictions of historical fact. The statue of Robert E. 
Lee in New Orleans was erected as part of a delib-
erate campaign to rewrite the history of the Civil 
War by self-avowed white supremacists.

Far from erasing history, the 
eradication of a statue can 

actually illuminate it.

It’s clear from Fallen Idols that there are many 
reasons to tear down a statue. Removing Stalin’s 
statue in Budapest was the start of a revolution. 
Pulling down Saddam Hussein’s statue was a sym-
bolic end to the Iraq War—a symbol that turned 
out to be disastrously wrong. Taking down a statue 
can also be an act of truth telling. Leopold II of 
Belgium was not a benevolent ruler of the Congo, 
for example, even though that’s how monuments 
depict him. Even during his lifetime, he was widely 
condemned for his bloodthirsty exploitation and 
colonization of the Congolese. In cases like these, 
Tunzelmann finds that, far from erasing history, the 
eradication of a statue can actually illuminate it.

In discussing these and other statues, 
Tunzelmann invites us to consider all public mon-
uments. What are these statues commemorating? 
What are they hiding? Are there other, better ways 
to depict history in public spaces without resorting 
to images of great men (or women)? Fallen Idols is 
an illuminating guide to a much-needed discussion 
about history and how it is represented.

—Deborah Mason
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H Little Thieves
By Margaret Owen

Fantasy

Vanja Schmidt has never led a charmed life. 
From a young age, she was forced to work as a 
maid at Castle Falbirg, where she suffered every-
thing from petty cruelty to unspeakable abuse at 
her employers’ hands. Even Vanja’s friendship 
with Princess Gisele left her with more scars than 
support. So when Vanja saw a chance to swipe a 
magical string of pearls that she could use to steal 
Gisele’s identity, she seized it. 

After a year of posing as Gisele and continuing 
her covert crime spree, Vanja’s latest theft earns 
her a deadly curse from the goddess Eiswald. If 
Vanja can’t find a way to make up for her crimes 
in the next two weeks, the curse will turn her into 
the same precious gemstones she’s been stealing. 
To make matters worse, Eiswald sends her shape-
shifting daughter to keep an eye on Vanja, there’s 
a frustratingly talented young detective hot on her 
trail—and the real Gisele is still out there, furious 

at Vanja’s betrayal. 
This colorful cast is 

the best part of Little 
Thieves (Holt, $18.99, 
9781250191908), and 
author Margaret Owen 
pursues every opportu-
nity for her strong-willed 
characters to clash, 
banter and bond with 
one another. Whether 
they are scheming over 
breakfast sausages or 
teaching knife tricks to 
orphans, the characters’ 
vivid personalities always 
shine through. 

Owen dedicates Little 
Thieves to “the gremlin 
girls,” and Vanja wears 
that descriptor as the 
honorific it’s intended to be. Vanja’s heists are 
clever, her insults are creative and her vulnera-
bilities are striking. She’s a complex protagonist, 
and Owen expertly demonstrates how her devious 

personality is simultaneously a 
flaw, a strength and the direct 
result of her past experiences. 
The compassion and sensi-
tivity Owen displays toward 
Vanja will easily earn her a 
place in the hearts of all her 
fellow gremlins.

Amid the book’s plentiful 
action scenes and witty rep-
artee, Vanja also offers biting 
commentary on power and 
privilege. Characters wield 
authority over one another—
whether through divine magic, 
mortal law, the threat of vio-
lence or familial obligation—
and these power imbalances 
shape every interaction and 
drive the novel’s many inter-
twining conflicts.

Little Thieves is an endlessly entertaining fan-
tasy tale about characters on their worst behavior 
learning to be their best selves.

—RJ Witherow

H The Heartbreak Bakery
By A.R. Capetta

Fiction

One hot day, Syd 
storms into work at 
the Proud Muffin—
the best queer-owned 
bakery in town—full 
of breakup woe and 
ready to channel it 
into delicious treats, 
including a spur-of-
the-moment special, 
Syd’s Unexpected 
Brownies. To Syd’s 

horror, everyone who eats the sorrow-laden sweets 
soon finds their love life in disarray. So Syd and 
Harley, the bakery’s bicycle delivery worker, set 
out to serve everyone who ate the brownies an 
antidote, such as a piece of Very Sorry Cake. Getting 
the right treats into the right mouths turns out to 
be complicated, though, and then Harley begins to 
look awfully cute in their (or sometimes his; pins 
on Harley’s bag signal Harley’s pronouns that day) 
bike shorts and Western boots. 

In The Heartbreak Bakery (Candlewick, $18.99, 
9781536216530), A.R. Capetta describes baking 
and the excitement of first love in luscious detail. 
Sumptuous recipes combine directions with 
Syd’s colorful commentary; the first ingredient in 
Breakup Brownies is “4 oz unsweetened chocolate, 
broken up (I mean, it’s right there, how did I not 
see this coming?).” Capetta folds in food metaphors 

throughout; at one point Syd’s heart “wobbles like 
an underbaked custard.”

Syd, who is agender, is an expertly constructed 
protagonist and a notable step forward in repre-
senting the full spectrum of gender identities in YA 
fiction. Syd’s earnest musings about gender, bodies, 
performance and identity will resonate deeply. A 
range of identities and relationships are also mod-
eled and celebrated throughout.

Like the contrasting flavors in a peach strawberry 
basil pie, Syd’s journey of self-discovery melds per-
fectly with the quest to find and repair the brown-
ies’ damage. Suspend your disbelief in everyday 
magic and enjoy this frothy, fulfilling confection 
with a lemon ginger scone and a tall, chilled glass 
of iced green tea.

—Jill Ratzan 

Bad Girls Never Say Die
By Jennifer Mathieu

Historical 
Fiction

Jennifer Mathieu 
swings for the fences 
in Bad Girls Never 
Say Die (Roaring 
B r o o k ,  $ 1 8 . 9 9 , 
9781250232588), a 
feminist retelling of 
S.E. Hinton’s 1967 clas-
sic, The Outsiders. It’s 
not quite the equal of 
Hinton’s grand slam, 

but Mathieu’s spin makes for a home run of a read. 
Evie Barnes is a self-described bad girl living in 

Houston in 1964. She joins her “tuff” girlfriends in 
skipping school, smoking and drinking. When Evie 
is attacked and almost raped by a drunk boy at a 
drive-in movie, she believes her bad-girl status has 
been cemented. No good girl would put herself in 
a position where she could get hurt by a boy, right? 

Wrong. Diane, the epitome of a good girl, stops 
the assault but unintentionally kills the boy. This 
sends Evie and Diane on a police-dodging odyssey 
of unexpected friendship as they discover what it 
really means to be a bad girl.

The threat in Mathieu’s novel feels more exis-
tential than in Hinton’s. Yes, a young man attacks a 
young woman, but Mathieu also doubles down on 
the horrors that women face every day. In a moment 
of catharsis, Evie reflects, “It seems like if you want 
to really love and feel and breathe . . . you’re labeled 
trash. Or bad. Especially if you’re a girl.” 

Of course, that threat, which is the true antag-
onist of the story, has a name: patriarchy. And 
Mathieu knows it. It’s why every female character 
in the book is imbued with depth and purpose, no 
matter what side of town they’re from or how old 
they are. They’re all fighting the same cultural force 
that is determined to keep them down.

Best known for Moxie, another YA novel about 
young women fighting “the man,” Mathieu offers 
another rallying cry in Bad Girls Never Say Die 
and proves it’s good to go bad.  

—Luis G. Rendon 

Visit BookPage.com to read our Q&A 
with Jennifer Mathieu.
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Pull up a chair and dig into this four-course feast of  
picture books about food, family and all we have to be thankful for.

As families find new ways to gather together this fall, these 
picture books offer innovative depictions of what it means to 
express gratitude, to share a meal and to be both welcoming 
and welcomed.

“Every year when the first snow falls, we make thankful 
chains to last us through December,” explains the narrator 
of Thankful (Paula Wiseman, $17.99, 9781534477346, ages 4 
to 8) as she transforms colorful paper into a paper chain. As 
she lists the things for which she is thankful, readers glimpse 
scenes of her life at school, with her friends and at home with 
her parents, new sibling and pet dog. 

Elaine Vickers’ text is wonderfully evocative. The girl’s list 
includes sensory observations, such as gratitude for “the spot 
under the covers where someone has just been sleeping” and 
“a cloth on my forehead when I feel sick.” In a humorous beach 
scene, the girl reflects that she is thankful “for wind and 
sand—but not at the same time.” 

Readers will be entranced by Samantha Cotterill’s out-
standing and unique art. Cotterill creates miniature 3D 
interiors, populates them with cutout characters, then pho-
tographs each diorama. She includes charming details, 
including real lights in various rooms and shining car head-
lights. Colorful and original, Thankful will spark a desire 
for young readers to create their own thankful chains—and 
may inspire them to try making diorama art, too.

The excitement of family gatherings is at the heart of Let 
Me Fix You a Plate: A Tale of Two Kitchens (Neal Porter, 
$18.99, 9780823443253, ages 4 to 8), inspired by Elizabeth 
Lilly’s childhood trips to see her grandparents. The book fol-
lows a girl, her two sisters and their parents as they visit their 
Mamaw and Papaw in West Virginia, then their Abuela and 
Abuelo in Florida, before finally returning to their own home.

Lilly’s energetic illustrations capture details the narrator 
observes. At Mamaw and Papaw’s house, she sees a shelf of 
decorated plates, eats toast with blackberry jam and helps 
make banana pudding. Abuela and Abuelo’s house is filled 
with the sounds of Spanish and salsa music, and the girl picks 
oranges from a tree in the yard and helps make arepas. 

Lilly’s precise prose contributes to a strong sense of place. 
“Morning mountain fog wrinkles and rolls,” observes the girl 
in West Virginia, while in Florida, “the hot sticky air hugs 
us close.” Lilly’s line drawings initially seem simple, almost 
sketchlike, but they expertly convey the actions and emo-
tions of every character, whether it’s Mamaw bending down 
to offer a bite of breakfast or a roomful of aunts and uncles 
dancing while Abuelo plays guitar. Like a cozy cuddle from 
a beloved family member, Let Me Fix You a Plate is a warm 
squeeze that leaves you grinning and a little bit breathless. 

“Everybody needs help sometimes” is the message at the 
heart of Saturday at the Food Pantry (Albert Whitman, 
$16.99, 9780807572368, ages 4 to 7), which depicts a girl 
named Molly’s first trip to a food pantry with her mom. 

Molly and her mom have been eating chili for two weeks; 
their refrigerator is nearly empty. In bed, Molly’s stomach 
growls with hunger. Molly is excited about the food pantry, 

but she isn’t sure what to expect. As she and her mom wait in 
line, Molly sees that Caitlin, a classmate, is also waiting with 
her grandmother. Molly greets her enthusiastically, but Caitlin 
ignores her. “I don’t want anyone to know Gran and I need 
help,” Caitlin explains later.

Molly’s cheerfulness saves the day, and the girls’ interactions 
help to destigmatize their experience. Molly also asks questions 
about the differences between a food pantry and a grocery 
store, which subtly normalizes the trip. She learns that Mom 
must check in before she begins shopping, for instance, and 
that there are limits on how many items customers can have. 

Diane O’Neill captures her characters’ trepidations 
head-on. Mom smiles at a volunteer “just a little, not like 
when they played at the park,” and Molly is confused and sad 
when her mom tells her to put a box of cookies back because 

“the people in charge . . . want us to take sensible stuff.” 
Gradually, however, the trip becomes a positive expe-
rience for all. Food insecurity can be a sensitive topic, 
and O’Neill—who went to a food pantry when she was a 
child—handles the issue in a reassuring, informative way. 

Illustrator Brizida Magro expertly captures facial expres-
sions and conveys complex emotions, which adds to the 
book’s emotional depth and makes the characters’ even-
tual smiles all the more impactful. The diversity of the pan-
try shoppers underscores how food insecurity can affect 
anyone. Saturday at the Food Pantry brims with sincerity 
and a helpful, hopeful spirit.

“At one time or another . . . every single one of us will find 
ourselves in search of acceptance, help, protection, welcome,” 
writes Mary Lee Donovan in her introduction to A Hundred 
Thousand Welcomes (Greenwillow, $18.99, 9780062877727, 
ages 4 to 8), illustrated by Lian Cho.

With poetic text that reads like an invocation, the book is an 
around-the-world tour that explores the concept of welcome. 
On each page, a household from a different culture entertains 
guests. Many pages contain the word for “welcome” in that 
culture’s language, including words in Indonesian, Arabic 
and Mandarin Chinese. Back matter offers more information 
about the many languages spoken throughout the world and 
a detailed pronunciation guide to all of the words in the book.

Cho’s art is a multicultural feast of people enjoying one 
another’s company. There’s a German chalet where kids play 
in the snow, a Bengali family greeting visitors who arrive in a 
colorful vehicle and more. The scenes culminate in two shin-
ing spreads. In the first, people share a meal at a table that’s so 
long, it only fits on the page thanks to a breathtaking gatefold. 
In the next, an equally long line of kids sit atop a brick wall, 
chatting with each other and gazing up at a night sky full of 
stars as one child turns around and waves at the reader.

Although many picture books celebrate the fellowship of 
friendship and the love that flows during family gatherings, A 
Hundred Thousand Welcomes encourages readers to go one 
step further, readying their own welcome mats and inviting 
neighbors and strangers alike into their homes and hearts.

—Alice Cary

WE SAVED YOU A SEAT
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The Troubled 
Girls of Dragomir 
Academy
By Anne Ursu

Middle Grade

Marya Lupu’s parents are sure that a great des-
tiny awaits her brother, Luka. They’re convinced 
that he’ll become a powerful, prestigious sorcerer. 
He’ll grow up to battle and maybe even defeat the 
mysterious force known as the Dread, which has 
threatened the kingdom of Illyria for centuries. And 
of course, the entire family’s fortunes will rise with 
Luka’s inevitable success. 

Compared to Luka, Marya has never felt valued 
by her parents. Nothing she does pleases them, 
and her destiny appears cloudy at best. When 
Marya makes a crucial mistake on the day that the 
Council for the Magical Protection of Illyria comes 

to test Luka and determine 
whether he has the ability 
to wield magic and become 
a sorcerer, she puts all of 
their futures in jeopardy. 
The very next day, a letter 
arrives inviting Marya to 
attend Dragomir Academy, 
“a school dedicated to the 
reform of troubled girls,” 
and it seems Marya has even 
less control over her future 
than she thought possible.

As Marya bonds with her 
classmates—girls just like 
her, who have been told 
their entire lives that their 
only purpose is to serve the 
men whose magic suppos-
edly keeps Illyria safe—they 
begin to realize that the threat posed by the Dread 
is not what they’ve been led to believe, and it may 
be up to them to expose the truth. 

The Troubled Girls of 
Dragomir Academy (Walden 
Pond, $17.99, 9780062275127, 
ages 9 to 12) is a story of secrets 
and sisterhood, and a power-
ful depiction of how people 
who have been marginalized 
can find collective power and 
fight back against systems that 
have worked to silence them. 
Readers who enjoyed author 
Anne Ursu’s acclaimed mid-
dle grade novels The Lost Girl, 
Breadcrumbs and The Real Boy 
will find much to love here. 
Marya is a strong-willed and 
inspiring heroine, and Ursu 
places her in an expertly con-
structed fantasy setting. Witty 
and wise, this is a satisfying 

and feminist fantasy that will leave readers begging 
for a sequel.

—Hannah Lamb

 
meet   DAVID SOMAN

Two siblings go on an epic adventure 
to see what lies beyond the safe 

walls that surround their village in 
David Soman’s breathtaking The 

Impossible Mountain (Little, Brown, 
$18.99, 9780316427746, ages 4 to 
7). Soman created the bestselling 
Ladybug Girl series with his wife, 
Jacky Davis. His previous books 

include The Monster Next Door and 
How to Two. An instructor at the 
School of Visual Arts in New York 

City, Soman calls New York’s Hudson 
River Valley home.
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What message would you like to  
send to young readers?

How would you describe your book? What books did you enjoy as a child?

What one thing would you like to learn to do?




