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A few weeks ago I read an interview with Margaret Atwood by Caro-
lyn Kellogg in the Los Angeles Times and was struck with a particular 
passage. Ms. Atwood said, “People are deeply worried about the 
future right now…partly because democratic norms and procedures 
that we took for granted and believed represented the true, the good 
and the beautiful, have been tossed out the window.” Her words 
rang painfully true. They became the heart of an opinion piece I 
wrote about an issue that is tearing the book world apart: the tension 
between freedom of expression on the one hand and on the other, the 
power of words—of books—to cause pain (see page 3).

One can’t deny the pain that some books can cause, but to me the 
overarching protection that the First Amendment provides takes 
precedence in our imperfect world, especially given the hundreds of 
books that have been challenged over the years but protected by that 
amendment—books that have changed lives and provided solace and 
safe harbor over and over again to many thousands of people. My 
essay led up to this conclusion: either protect all books or throw the 
First Amendment out the window. Any halfway measure leads to a 
world without First Amendment protections—a dangerous world 
indeed.

Once I finished the piece and sent it off, I still could not let go of Ms. 
Atwood’s words. Freedom of expression isn’t the first thing that has 
been thrown out the window of late, and it seems it won’t be the last. 
America itself comes to mind after it barely survived—
unbelievably—an attempted insurrection. Not to mention the right to 
vote as we watch state after state limit that freedom—and, in parallel 
time, ban more and more books from our schools. Now comes the 
war in Ukraine, throwing yet another of the tenets by which we live 
out the window. The right of established nations to exist.

As I watch Russia’s brutal bombardment, see the beyond-brave resis-
tance of the Ukrainians,  mourn the relatively futile attempts to help 
them, to save their lives, it occurs to me that this world, struggling to 
overcome, recover from, a pandemic, has changed utterly, fractured 
completely. The war might well be over by the time you read this. I 

hope it will be, but if that were the case, it wouldn’t change the reality 
of our splintering world. Or tell us how to understand it. To cope 
with it. 

There is one more change I must mention—one of a personal nature. 
Due to health issues, my involvement with the Inkslinger, which I’ve 
published and edited for over 30 years, must come to an end. Oh, I 
might blurb the odd book when I find one I adore, but that will be 
the extent of my involvement in the future. For those of you who 
have loved this publication, please know that Calvin Crosby, TKE’s 
new co-owner, is dedicated to keeping the Inkslinger going, as are the 
booksellers at TKE who lend it their voices. So, although my world is 
changing (as well it should at my age), the bookshop is not. 

And since it is books that keep us all going, whatever the circum-
stances, it seems appropriate to turn to them now. Especially because 
this new world in which we find ourselves may well be best under-
stood by new writers who, whether they make you laugh or cry, will 
clarify the ways global currents are changing: the ways changing 
weather currents have altered the environment, in turn changing the 
patterns of immigration; the (resultant) political currents that begin 
to favor autocracy over democracy; the changes in communities and 
in families, the different ways they both look, relate; the changes in 
the very notion of home.

Ironically, no book better captures one of our 
strengthening global currents, the growth of au-
tocracy, than NoViolet Bulawayo’s second novel 
Glory, a scathingly satirical portrait of the death 
of one corrupt dictatorship and then another. 
Populated by an Orwellian cast of animals, it 
invokes the impulse that creates dictatorship, the 
forces that support it and that ultimately tear it 
apart. What better way to understand the im-
pulse toward authoritarian regimes and fractured 

societies that is coursing through country after country around the 
world? (continued on page 2)

Good Books and Goodbyes by Betsy Burton

Calendar of Events—The Patio is Open!

Thursday, April 21, 6 p.m. Gerald Elias, 
Cloudy with a Chance of Murder, in-per-
son on the TKE patio
Saturday, April 30, ALL DAY Independent 
Bookstore Day!
9 a.m. The Dough Lady Pop-Up 
10 a.m. Utah Flower & Foliage Pop-Up

11 a.m. Heartless the Musical Concert Performance
1 p.m. Grace Bonney and Collective Wisdom virtual event, 
ticketed and free options- registration on Eventbrite
2 p.m. Hand Drawn Photo Booth
2 p.m. Poem Pros 
3 p.m. Utah@125 essay reading

See Page 2 for more Spring events for adults and children!
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Thursday, May 26, 6 p.m. Jack Carr, In the 
Blood, in-person on the TKE patio
Monday, June 13, 6 p.m. 
Nabil Ayers, My Life in 
the Sunshine: Searching 
for My Father and Dis-
covering My Family, in-
person on the TKE patio
Tuesday, June 14, 6 p.m. 
Melissa Bond, Blood Or-
ange Night: My Journey 
to the Edge of Madness, in-person on the 
TKE patio

yet all-too-real story of a daughter trying to fit 
the fragmented pieces of her own life’s story into 
the puzzle of her mother’s, grandmother’s, and 
great grandmother’s lives; Probably Ruby by Lisa 
Bird Wilson involves a child/adolescent/woman 
trying to find her mother—and her people, her 
tribe; while the desperate search for connection 
works itself out in a very different way in Peter 
Rock’s phantasmagorical Passersthrough. Alas, 
even in Donna Leon’s latest, Give unto Others, 
the world seems amiss as the moral compass of beloved and incor-
ruptible Commissario Guido Brunetti appears, for the first time, to 
wobble. In the end he navigates his crisis of conscience with his usual 
aplomb, as I hope we will all manage to do, when life seems incom-
prehensible, with the help of a few good books.

(continued from page 1) It might make you laugh 
angrily and will certainly make you weep—un-
like another new novel involving a plethora of 
animals, wild and tame alike, Unlikely Animals 
by Annie Harnett. This tale of a young woman 
returning home to New Hampshire is narrated 
(sometimes joyfully) by a chorus of voices rising 
from the community cemetery—voices which 
opine on the vagaries of human and animal 
behavior. Laying bare the unbreachable terri-

tory between the worlds of animals and humans, the worlds of the 
living and the dead as well as the hard-to-bridge chasms that exist in 
a single family, the good news is, there are scenes in this rollicking, 
inventive book that will make you laugh until you cry. 

Okwiri Oduor’s Things They Lost is a lush and evocative, fantastical 

Good Books and Goodbyes

Spring into TKE for These Events!

Adults

Wednesday, May 4, 6 
p.m. Katharine Coles, 
(Solve for) X, in-person 
on the TKE patio
Monday, May 9, 6 p.m. 
Marc Cameron, Cold 
Snap, Virtual on Crowd-
cast
Friday, May 13, 6 p.m. 
Ash Davidson, Damna-
tion Spring, in-person on 
the TKE patio
Wednesday, May 18, 6 
p.m. Peter Heller, The 
Guide, in-person on the 
TKE patio
Monday, May 23, 6 p.m. 
Julia Glass, Vigil Harbor, 
in-person on the TKE 
patio
Tuesday, May 24, 6 p.m. 
Phyllis Barber, The Pre-
carious Walk, in-person 
on the TKE patio
Wednesday, May 25, 5 

p.m. Christina Lauren, Something Wilder, 
in-person on the TKE patio

Kids and Young Adults

Monday, May 2, 6 p.m. 
Maggie Stiefvater, 
Bravely, in-person on the 
TKE patio

Thursday, May 5, 6 p.m. 
Shannon Hale, Pretty Per-
fect Kitty-Corn & This Book 
is Not For You, in-person on 
the TKE patio

Monday, May 16, 6 p.m. 
Mac Barnett & Shawn Har-
ris, The First Cat in Space 
Ate Pizza, in-person on the 
TKE patio
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Letter: Questions for the ABA

Betsy Burton, co-founder of 
the King’s English Bookshop, 
Salt Lake City, Utah, and a 
past president of the Ameri-
can Booksellers Association, 
poses several questions about 
the ABA’s change in approach 
to free speech and the First 
Amendment.

Dear Booksellers,

Margaret Atwood said in a 
recently published interview 
with Carolyn Kellogg in the 
Los Angeles Times, “People are deeply worried about the future right 
now... partly because democratic norms and procedures that we 
took for granted and believed represented the true, the good and the 
beautiful, have been tossed out the window.” That sentence seemed to 
capture exactly my ongoing feelings of betrayal and sadness in reac-
tion to the ABA’s removal of the ideal of freedom of expression from 
our ends policies--that they had tossed my most cherished ideal right 
out the window--a tenet that has seen me through a lifetime of book-
selling, standing me in good stead whenever books were censored, 
edited or outright banned, giving me the tools (both legal and moral) 
to defend books against such attacks. Isn’t the highest and best calling 
of booksellers and librarians to put books in the hands of readers? 
Surely not to pick and choose among the books readers should or 
should not read. Am I wrong?

Herein lies the question. Do we have the right to choose which books 
to protect and which to throw out the window? The ABA Board 
would argue that we do. According to them, “ABA does not favor 
the protection of free expression when it comes to speech that vio-
lates our commitment to equity and antiracism, i.e., racist speech, 
anti-Semitic speech, homophobic speech, transphobic speech, etc.” 
In their recent FAQ on the subject, they explain their need to be in a 
position to condemn such books (italics mine).

Which raises further questions: Who decides which books to protect 
and which books not to? What standards do they employ to decide? 
What does the ABA intend to do with books that they have deemed 
unfit?

a. Ban them?

b. Burn them?

This might seem an Orwellian sort of reductio ad absurdum. And 
in one way it is. Because there is no rational answer, at least if one 
believes in the First Amendment. Either protect all books or throw 
the First Amendment out the window. Any halfway measure leads to 
a world without First Amendment protections--a dangerous world 

indeed, as such events as the Salem Witch Trials and Nazi book burn-
ings (to name just two among many terrifying events throughout 
history) exemplify. As Atwood so succinctly responded, when asked, 
in the above-mentioned article, about the Martin Luther King quote 
stating that the arc of history bends toward justice. “Love it. It’s just 
not true.”

In summation, we urgently need answers from the board to three 
questions:

1. If we as an association defend banning books, on what possible 
grounds do we object to others banning books they don’t approve of?

2. If you do intend to uphold the protection of free expression as the 
ABA has done historically, why not reinstate it as an ends policy?

3. If you do not intend such protection to be universal, what exactly 
do you plan to do with those books you deem unworthy? Who de-
cides? Based on what criteria?

Without First Amendment protection--nationwide and within the 
book industry--it is not the dogs of war that will be unleashed, but 
rather the dogs of suppression. Sadly, we will be the first victims.
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Fiction Hardcover
Cloud Cuckoo Land, Anthony Doerr, Scribner, $30 
The Lincoln Highway, Amor Towles, Viking, $30
Glory, NoViolet Bulawayo, Viking, $27
The Sentence, Louise Erdrich, Harper, $28.99
Sea of Tranquility, Emily St. John Mandel, Knopf, $25
Young Mungo, Douglas Stuart, Grove, $27
Ocean State, Stewart O’Nan, Grove, $27
French Braid, Anne Tyler, Knopf, $27
Violeta, Isabel Allende, Ballantine $28
The Swimmers, Julie Otsuka, Knopf, $23
Recitatif, Toni Morrison, Knopf, $16.00

Nonfiction Hardcover
Burning Questions, Margaret Atwood, 
Doubleday, $30
Atlas Of The Heart, Brene Brown, 
Random, $30
Rationality, Steven Pinker, Viking, $32
Heartbreak: A Personal And Scientific 
Journey, Florence Williams, Norton, $30
Lost & Found, Kathryn Schulz, Random, 
$27

Bestselling Books from The King’s English Bookshop

Speculative Fiction Hardcover
Moon, Witch, Spider, King, Marlon James, Riverhead, $30
House of Sky and Breath, Sarah J. Maas, Bloomsbury, $28

Mystery/Thriller Hardcover
Give Unto Others, Donna Leon, Atlantic, $27
The Devil’s Hand, Jack Carr, Atria, $28

Fiction Paper
Hamnet, Maggie O’Farrell, Vintage, $16.95
Klara and the Sun, Kazuo Ishiguro, Vintage, $16.95
Circe, Madeline Miller, Back Bay, $16.99
The Vanishing Half, Brit Bennett, Riverhead, $18
A Gentleman In Moscow, Amor Towles, Penguin, $18
Major Pettigrew’s Last Stand, Helen Simonson, Random, $17
Maus A Survivor’s Tale, Art Spiegelman, Pantheon, $16.95
The Nickel Boys, Colson Whitehead, Anchor, $15.95
Normal People, Sally Rooney, Hogarth, $17
The Ten Thousand Doors Of January, Alix E. Harrow, 
Redhook, $16.99
The Overstory, Richard Powers, Norton, $18.95
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Bestselling Books from The King’s English Bookshop

Nonfiction Paper
Braiding Sweetgrass, Robin Wall 
Kimmerer, Milkweed, $20
Why Fish Don’t Exist, Lulu Miller, 
Simon & Schuster, $17
The Splendid and the Vile, Erik Larson, 
Random, $20
The Emerald Mile, Kevin Fedarko, 
Scribner, $19.99 
Entangled Life, Merlin Sheldrake, 
Random, $18

Mystery/Thriller Paper
The 7 1/2 Deaths Of Evelyn Hardcastle, Stuart Turton, 
Sourcebook, $16.99
The Thursday Murder Club, Richard Osman, Penguin, $17

Speculative Fiction Paper
The House in the Cerulean Sea, TJ Klune, Tor Books, 
$18.99
Dune, Frank Herbert, Ace, $18

Spring Author Quotes

“We were students of literature but we didn’t read 
in order to become clever and pass our exams 
with the highest commendations—we read in 
order to come to life.” Checkout 19, Claire-Louise 
Bennett

“Perhaps writer’s block is simply un-
resolved emotion in one’s private life. Of course, 
being machinelike, some writers probably have 
learned to ignore their block and write anyway—
that could account for so many bad books.” 
Gathering Blossoms under Fire: The Journals of 

Alice Walker, Alice Walker

“A grave is the only piece of real estate most 
people own they whole life.” When We Were 
Birds, Ayanna Lloyd Banwo

“I’d like to tell a story about something new that 
rises out of the ruins of the myths of 

America, but we also need to know what ground 
we’re standing on, what’s beneath the ground 
and under the water.  I don’t think it is wrong to 
dream of hidden things or speak of the dead – 
these are essential sources of knowledge.”  
In Whose Ruins, Alicia Puglionesi

“When I’m home in Kentucky, all I want is to leave. 
When I’m away, I’m homesick for a place that 
never was.” Groundskeeping, Lee Cole

“To give you the best/of me & 
these words these/insects an-
chovies/bullets salvaged & exiled/
by art Ma my art these/corpses I lay/side by side 
on/the page to tell you/our present tense/was not 

too late.” Time Is a Mother, Ocean Vuong

“And in the stories that were also confessions, 
we learned the sobering truth about ourselves, 
tholukuthi, which was that even as we’d been 
oppressed by the evil regime, we’d also in many 
ways given it license, permission, and actually 
helped it oppress us.” Glory, NoViolet Bulawayo

“Whenever people ask me that daunting question, 
‘Who is your favorite author?’ I always say ‘Shake-

speare.’ There are some foxy reasons for that: 
first, nobody can really argue with it, at least in 
the English-language category…. Second, if you 
name a living author the other living authors will 

be mad at you because it isn’t them, but Shake-
speare is dead…. Third, Shakespeare is ambiguous…

infinitely interpretable.” Burning Questions, Margaret Atwood
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Glory, NoViolet Bulawayo

From remembered liberation to dictator-
ship, from coup to horrific dictatorship 
to spontaneous uprising, this scathingly 
satirical portrait of the life and death—
not once but twice—of an autocracy in 
the fictional land of Jadida (based on the 
rule of Zimbabwean Robert Mugabe) is 
populated by animals in a fable that takes 
Orwell to new heights (or perhaps depths 
would be a better word). Invoking the im-
pulse that creates brutal dictatorships, the 
forces that support it and that ultimately 

tear it apart, Glory is comprised of a mix of narrative voices along 
with press releases, rallies, and riots; chants, lyrics, and conversations 
(one a very funny dialogue between the ruler and a sycophantic Siri); 
arguments, litanies of excuses for inaction, and the angry uncouth 
diction of politicians and traitors. It features, among many other 
creatures, Destiny, a goat who returns from exile, her mad mother, 
and their neighbors, many of whom begin to sing truth….  What bet-
ter way to understand the impulse toward the authoritarianism that is 
coursing through country after country around the world today—the 
denial and inaction and passive or collusive acquiescence that allows 
it to thrive—than this brilliant, biting and all-too-familiar (“I can’t 
breathe”) tale of power, the brutality that is its unvaried accompani-
ment, along with willing as well as unwilling victimhood. Boisterous, 
ribald, funny, biting, brilliant Glory forces us to face not just who the 
tyrannical “they” are but who we are (as opposed to who we need to 
be, ought to be). – Betsy Burton, Viking, $27

Young Mungo, Douglas Stuart

If his first novel, Shuggie Bane, hadn’t 
already firmly established Stuart as a 
literary force to watch, Young Mungo cer-
tainly has. As I read it, this book dug into 
my subconscious so deeply that I would 
wake in the night needing to consume a 
few more chapters in the life of a Scottish 
Protestant lad, Mungo Hamilton, named 
after Saint Mungo, the patron saint of 
Glasgow which is the novel’s setting. 
Mungo’s family consists of an alcoholic 
and narcissistic mother, Maureen; a Cath-
olic-bashing gang leader and bully, Hamish (Ha-Ha); the protective 
older brother, Jodie; and the intelligent and persevering middle child, 
Mungo’s sister. Mungo finds a friend in James, a Catholic, a loner, a 
pigeon thief. In a world of religious conflict, violence and horrible 
poverty, the relationship between the two boys is blissfully beautiful. 
Until, upon hearing speculation on her son’s relationship with James, 
Maureen sends Mongo away on a fishing trip over a long weekend to 
toughen him up—with two strangers she met at an AA meeting. The 
novel is told in alternating timelines that only deepen the tragedy that 
unfolds and the events that alter Young Mungo and his family in ways 
you cannot imagine. – Calvin Crosby, Grove, $27 

Checkout 19, Claire-Louise Bennett

Unlike anything else I’ve ever read! Nothing so much as an astonish-
ing burst of creativity, a bookish bildungsroman, deep delving into 

the mind of a protagonist who begins, 
as many little girls do, with a Gollum-
like obsessiveness, only the Precious this 
time is books, or is it words? Yes, both, 
and the way they can empower us as we 
mature, through a life of working-class 
low expectations into an imagined world 
of volcanic, voluptuous inner beauty. And 
in the end, we love it, yes, we do. “We 
were students of literature but we didn’t 
read in order to become clever and pass 
our exams with the highest commenda-
tions—we read in order to come to life.” 
This novel comes to life like no other. 
– Michaela Riding, Riverhead, $27

Things They Lost, Okwiri Oduor

Books transport you if they’re any good. 
They invite you into other places, times, 
hearts and minds. It’s a rare adventure for 
a book to not just invite, but insist, that 
you give yourself over to a world you can’t 
quite put your finger on—where emotions 
run so strong you can taste them and 
ordinary things like mothers, daughters, 
loneliness and ruins are colored by deep 
passions and past resentments. Call it 
magical realism. Call it a story about 
Mapeli Town where the second day of 
December was known as Epitaph Day 

and “the townspeople awoke while the sky was still silver, still tinged 
with ruffles of pink and blue. They gargled salt water. They greased 
their elbows. They tucked a flower in their hair. They marched to the 
schoolhouse, where the flag flapped at half-mast for all those who 
had drowned in the river or choked on a fishbone or stepped on a 
puff adder while walking to the marketplace.” Things They Lost is a 
powerful, lush and evocative stretch of the imagination, an all-too-
real story of a daughter fitting the pieces of her own life’s story into 
the puzzle of her mother’s, grandmother’s and great grandmother’s. 
Prepare yourself for a journey as tangible as your last dream and as 
memorable as your last exotic trip to a place you can’t quite put your 
finger on. – Val Kittel, Scribner, $27

Probably Ruby, Lisa Bird-Wilson

Ruby’s life has been fractured since birth. 
Placed in an orphanage by her white 
mother, adopted by white parents and 
raised to be someone she knew she was 
not, she spends her childhood and adoles-
cence trying alternately to belong and to 
rebel. Although she pastes together slivers 
of memory with shards of information 
gleaned from her mother and what she 
slowly discovers over time, there is a hole 
in her heart, a vacuum she cannot fill, 
whether with love—for men, women or 
her children—with sex or books or booze. Yet always Ruby learns—
about herself, yes but about others as well. The timeline is disjointed, 
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the narration as fragmented as her life, and as we ricochet back and 
forth in time from friend to stepmother, boyfriend to psychiatrist 
to lover to children to her real mother and (Métis) father, each vivid 
glimpse adds perspective in some breathtaking way that makes her 
own search for who she is meld with ours—until we blink, realizing 
how much we have come to admire and care for the vulnerable but 
determined child and woman. I love Ruby, understand her in ways 
that are new to me and will never, ever forget her. – Betsy Burton, 
Hogarth, $27

Four Treasures of the Sky, Jenny Tinghui 
Zhang

This beautiful debut comes at an impor-
tant time as we shine a spotlight on Asian 
hate crimes at home and abroad. Using 
an actual occurrence in 1885 Idaho when 
five Chinese men were hanged for alleged 
murder, Zhang weaves this history of 
Asian-American exclusion and bigotry 
into the unforgettable story of thirteen-
year-old Daiyu, kidnapped in China and 
smuggled to America, in a tale of survival 
against all odds that will stay with you for 
a very long time. – Anne Holman, Flatiron, $27.99

Life without Children, Roddy Doyle

These ten short stories of Irish men living 
in and around Dublin are exquisitely told 
by Booker Prize-winning author Doyle. 
Each takes place during the past two 
years of lockdown, social distancing and 
COVID illness. A man is unable to attend 
his mother’s funeral as only ten people are 
allowed in the church. A father grieves 
for his grown-up daughters who cannot 
visit. An older couple experiences the 
joy of rediscovering each other while in 
isolation and secretly develop music play-

lists of tunes that become earworms during certain physical actions. 
Another father searches the empty streets of Dublin for a young adult 
son who ran from home four years earlier. Each tale is told with a 
gentleness and compassion for the loss of jobs, intimacy and security. 
Though the stories take place in Ireland, the experiences are universal 
and will resonate with all readers. Truly one of his best. 
– Sue Fleming, Viking, $25

Groundskeeping, Lee Cole

This is the coming-of-age (somewhat 
belatedly) tale of Kentuckian Owen Cal-
lahan, a nascent writer who, in trying not 
just to learn but to internalize the fine art 
of fiction, describes any and everything 
he sees in lavish detail—unwittingly turn-
ing the act of witness in his relationships 
into fodder for his craft in the process. 
He lives with his grandfather, a patient, 
accepting man, conservative by nature but 
compassionate in outlook, and his uncle 
who is neurologically impaired in ways 

that make him intolerant, a political fanatic. Owen falls for another 
writer, a far more successful member of the literary world and the 
academic community at the university where they both work (she 
as writer in residence, he as a groundskeeper who takes occasional 
writing classes, a perk of his job) in what is not just a love story but 
a perceptive look at the art and craft of writing, at class animosity 
and—most of all—the pain that accompanies accepting the mantle of 
adulthood. Exquisite writing, acute sometimes startling perception, 
and unerring observation make this a marvel of a debut novel. Bravo. 
– Betsy Burton, Knopf, $28

The Candy House, Jennifer Egan

I like the surprise and delight of a nonpri-
mary character returning and connecting 
an author’s previous book to her current 
work. In her new novel, acclaimed author 
Jennifer Egan brings back Bix Bouton, a 
secondary character from her bestseller, 
A Visit with the Goon Squad. Bix, whose 
mega-successful company Mandala is 
thriving, is an under-40 tech giant who is 
wildly successful and as rich as Zucker-
berg and Bezos. He’s so famous, in fact, 
that a single name is enough to identify 

him. Using connected narratives, his among them, Egan explores the 
virtual world with a fresh and dynamic point of view—and a degree 
of complexity that boggles the mind. Imagine a world where all your 
memories are in the cloud, and you can trade, barter, exchange your 
own for another’s. Egan has not only imagined but created such 
a world in prose—at times touching on transcendence—with the 
brilliance, originality and humor she possesses. – Calvin Crosby, 
Scribner, $28

Lessons in Chemistry, Bonnie Garmus

What a book, what a character! Elizabeth 
Zott is a brilliant chemist, above all. But 
1960s America isn’t quite ready for that, 
so she has to take a few detours along the 
way. Such as becoming a single mother 
and establishing a TV cooking-show 
empire that could give Julia Child’s a run 
for its money. Beyond her prowess in 
chemistry, she turns out to be an excellent 
teacher as well, evidenced by her clever 
daughter, her exceptional dog, and the 
countless women who studiously tune 
in to her show for a moment to themselves. Turns out, the chemical 
equation for bookish love might just be Lessons in Chemistry + you. 
Class dismissed. – Michaela Riding, Doubleday, $29

When We Were Birds, Ayanna Lloyd Banwo

If you like exotic settings (think graveyards and plantations in Trini-
dad), lush language (“fireflies making pinpricks in the dim”), mythic 
ceremonies (All Souls Day), struggles with traditions and abandon-
ment, highly romantic and ghostly encounters, and cliff-hanging 
chapter-endings, this novel’s for you! Raised a devout Rasta who has 
always abided by his religious commandment not to interact with 
death, Darwin (male protagonist) must take a job as a gravedigger. 
In a second plotline, Yejide (female protagonist) watches her mother 
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Petronella die and—because their rela-
tionship was often angry, often neglect-
ful—fights conflicted feelings. But as the 
daughter, she must “make the mother 
an ancestor when she dies.”  Darwin and 
Yejide meet in Fidelis, Port Angeles’s 
largest and oldest cemetery, where the 
dead often wander, robbers dig up graves 
to steal valuables buried in the caskets, 
and “a grave is the only piece of real estate 
most people own they whole life.” In her 
debut novel, Banwo artfully weaves these 
spiraling strands together, settling with a 
final letter beginning, “Dear Ma.”  I loved 

it! – Carol Kranes, Doubleday, $27

Unlikely Animals, Annie Hartnett

Speaking of cemeteries (and shades of 
Lincoln in the Bardo), Emma Starling is 
a young woman with a supposed talent 
for healing who funks attending medi-
cal school and comes home to be with 
her dying father in a tale narrated in part 
by the inhabitants of the Maple Street 
Cemetery. Members of Everton, New 
Hampshire’s community in life, in death 
they form a wryly philosophical chorus 
that takes its oversight role seriously, care-
ful not to meddle (usually), but cheering 
along the living from the sidelines. Emma’s brother has just finished 
his second stint at rehab, and her mother is rapidly running out of pa-
tience with her husband Clive, who is slipping into a dementia. Clive 
is obsessed with finding Emma’s former best friend Crystal, who has 
disappeared under mysterious circumstances. He also spends long 
hours conversing with a ghostly presence from another century, a 
well-known naturalist by the name of Ernest Harold Baynes who 
harbored in his home over the years wild animals of all kinds from 
deer to foxes to bears to frogs to roosters. Animals play pivotal parts 
in the present as well as the past in a plot in which our protagonist 
(like a previous fictional Emma) has hard lessons to learn—as does 
every member of this miraculous menagerie of families, living and 
dead, and the myriad animals in their lives, all relating—sometimes 
successfully, sometimes decidedly not—to one another. Oddball but 
enjoyable, sometimes laugh-out-loud funny, this thoroughly readable 
and surprisingly touching saga of family and community is a treat. 

– Betsy Burton, Ballantine, $27 

Marrying the Ketchups, Jennifer Close

This novel has so many things I love—the 
Chicago Cubs, the North Side, and an 
Irish family restaurant—hence the title. 
The story takes place in 2016, the year 
the Cubs won the World Series, and it’s 
about the restaurant, Sullivans, and the 
three generations who have lived and 
loved above and around it in Oak Park 
for years. Jane has married and moved to 
Lake Forest, a town with a lot of money 

but not enough Cubs’ fans. Her sister Gretchen lives in New York 
City and is the lead singer in a ‘90s cover band. Their cousin Teddy, 
dumped by his on-again-off-again boyfriend, has returned to Sul-
livans as a night manager to try and get some perspective. Then there 
is Riley, Teddy’s half-sister, and an ‘oops’ baby whom the rest of the 
Sullivans embrace and try to keep up with (cell phone technology 
can be a bitch). As the family orbits around Oak Park and the Cubs’ 
progress through the pennant race, we live and love alongside them, 
rooting for each to win one for the team! – Anne Holman, Knopf, $27

Fencing With the King, Diana Abu-Jaber  

An inheritance: of family position, of fam-
ily heirlooms, of land. This utterly absorb-
ing novel deftly probes these issues while 
unfolding its story through the golden 
olive groves and bougainvillea-splashed 
villas of upper-class Jordan. Secrets: when 
American-born Amani visits Jordan with 
her father Gabe (who has never returned 
to his homeland), she brings with her 
a mysterious fragment written by her 
grandmother Natalia (whom she re-
sembles). Perhaps Amani’s inheritance is 
to understand Natalia and to unravel her words. When is inheritance 
a blessing, and when is it merely a burden? This novel unveils two 
countries—one in tourist guidebooks, one of deep memory. And in-
deed, there is a long-lost family member, a devious uncle, a romance, 
and a harrowing journey through desert “gusts of crystalline sand, 
hissing and stinging.” And—! Really! A bout of fencing with the King! 
A book to be relished, a story to be invested in. I loved it! – Carol 
Kranes, Norton, $26.95  

French Braid, Anne Tyler 

Beginning the story in 2010, Tyler 
introduces us to Serena Garrett who is 
returning to Baltimore after meeting her 
boyfriend’s parents for the first time in a 
seemingly uncomplicated scene. We are 
then flipped back to 1959 to learn how it 
all began for the Garretts. Tyler’s under-
stated writing carries you through a series 
of deftly composed vignettes, until, by the 
end of the novel, you realize you’ve been 
completely immersed in one family’s his-
tory and have a whole picture of who they 

are, and were, and will be in the future. This is Tyler’s gift as a writer. 
When I look at her books on my bookshelves, I see more than novels. 
I see families I’ve met and loved over the years. – Anne Holman, 
Knopf, $27

Search, Michelle Huneven

A Unitarian Universalist myself, this novel resonated with me in 
ways large and small. Unitarian Universalist churches are congre-
gational; that is, they are governed by members along with one or 
more ordained ministers. Dana Potowski, our main character, has 
been selected to serve on the search committee for a new minister 
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for her southern California congregation. 
Unbeknownst to her fellow-committee 
members, Dana is hoping to use the 
experience as fodder for a new book she 
is working on (including recipes!). What 
can go wrong does go wrong, of course, 
and while there is some great humor in 
this story (we tend to be a diverse bunch), 
Search is also about learning to trust your 
heart and those of your fellow travelers. 
Oh, and recipes! – Anne Holman, Pen-
guin Press, $26

A Ballad of 
Love and Glory, 
Reyna Grande

A tale of love, valor and treachery during 
a little-known piece of the Mexican-
American War of the 1840s, this story 
of a beautiful native healer and an Irish 
soldier, told in exquisite detail, will 
wrench your heart—even as you struggle 
to remember ever having studied this part 
of our history. Ximena Salomé de Benitez 
y Catalán and John Riley discover each 
other on the battlefield, she an army field 

nurse, he a deserter from the brutal treatment of foreign soldiers in 
the Yankee forces. They are both drawn into the battle for Mexico, 
fighting to survive treachery on multiple fronts. Their mutual Catho-
lic faith helps them endure even as their commanders retreat and 
leave them alone to defend themselves. Inspired by real characters, 
their story will leave you both angry and breathless. – Anne Stewart 
Mark, Atria Books, $27

Little Souls, Sandra Dallas

Historical fiction is what Dallas does 
best, and this story, which takes place in 
Denver during the Spanish Flu epidemic 
of 1918, is eerily familiar to what we’ve 
witnessed over the past two years. What 
makes this even more interesting, though, 
is a murder; while we know who did it, 
we are left to find out why and to root for 
Lutie and Helen, two sisters who are try-
ing to survive not only the illness but the 

war and the 
police! – Anne 
Holman, St. Martin’s, $27.99

The Unsinkable Greta James, 
Jennifer E. Smith

Greta James’s life is a mess. Her career 
as a rock star is on hold as she grieves 
the death of her mother, her relationship 
with her father is rocky, and she has no 
one to turn to for sympathy. So, when her 
brother talks her into going on an Alas-
kan cruise with her father, she reluctantly 

accepts. The travel through Alaska should be a chance to help her 
father and, at the same time, allow her to restart her career, but she is 
as stubborn as he is, and the two begin arguing from day one. It takes 
the course of the cruise for her to meet and lose a handsome writer 
and accept the strengths and weaknesses of her father, but with the 
help of a young girl struggling to play the guitar, Greta recognizes her 
own love of music and performance. Greta’s voyage is not on the ship 
but in her mind and soul. – Wendy Foster Leigh, Ballantine, $28

Time is a Mother, Ocean Vuong

Vuong’s poetic project demonstrates the 
instability of language at the heart of the 
heart. In “Dear Peter,” for example, from 
one line to the next, from noun to verb, 
a single word, “will,” can undo the work 
of meaning even as the poetic moment 
proceeds: “a bone-shard of will / unwill-
ing me….” And from this uneven ground 
on which language stands, if at all, in the 
poem “Skinny Dipping,” Vuong’s speaker 
leaps into the unknown of shedding his 
clothes in front of another. He writes, 
from “the verb taking off,” from “my 
name a past / tense where I left.” Here, precisely, is the precarious 
stance from which any one of us attempts to move out into the world, 
to move through grief, to move to live. Do not miss Vuong’s new col-
lection! – Michelle Macfarlane, Penguin, $24

Vinegar Hill: Poems, Colm Tóibín

Tóibín uses the English language in his 
prose like no other, his craft defying the 
skills of a mere mortal writer. He fills 
every page not only with lyrical language 
but also with tension—which, as with his 
prose and even his nonfiction, creates 
wondrous depth. When I opened Vinegar 
Hill, his new collection of poetry, I took a 
deep breath, knowing I’d want to linger in 
his words when I’d finished. I fear I may 
need to take a lifetime of deep breaths to 
bask in his poetry the way that it de-
serves. Tóibín shares poems from over 

the past few decades, reminding us of a world that may have blurred 
or become forgotten during the pandemic. He shares poems from 
Venice during the pandemic, life in L.A., his one-night stands. The 
speaker of my favorite poems is an aging gay man who talks to those 
who came of age before marriage equality and the acceptance that 
most of us are fortunate enough to experience today. In Vinegar Hill, 
Tóibín’s artful tension mixed with a new openness and a sprinkle of 
his brilliant humor delighted me. I savored each poem in this collec-
tion. – Calvin Crosby, Beacon Press, $22.95

POETRY
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Gathering Blossoms under Fire: The 
Journals of Alice Walker, Alice Walker

In this first of what we are assured will be 
a two-volume set, one of the most impor-
tant contributors to American literature, 
now in her late seventies, shares with us 
her personal journey from 1965-2000. 
We meet Alice Walker during her Sarah 
Lawrence College days as a prodigiously 
talented twenty-one-year-old and witness 
her transformation during all the essen-
tial occurrences of her life through age 
fifty-five. With her whole mind and heart, 
she recounts and reflects upon her childhood and education; her 
participation in the Civil Rights and Women’s Movements; her ten-
year marriage to Jewish attorney Melvyn Leventhal, and the daughter 
they had together; her passionate love affairs with Robert L. Allen 
and Tracy Chapman; her friendships with brilliant and influential 
people who shared her passions and with whom she joined forces or 
otherwise collaborated, including such giants as Martin Luther King 
Jr., Langston Hughes, and Gloria Steinem; her relationship with her 
mother and siblings; her striving for financial independence; and, 
perhaps most importantly, her writing—the one passion she can trace 
all the way back to elementary school. Walker is as eloquent and 
insightful here as in her poetry and fiction (if not as polished; she is 
journaling!), nowhere more so than on the subject of racism. For in-
stance, she has witnessed and experienced firsthand the overlapping 
and distinct challenges of being an African American, a woman, and 
an African American woman—depicting them here with stunning 
clarity. These journals are fascinating—comprehensive and intimate, 
written with both thoughtfulness and spontaneity. They brim with 
relentless longing and profound gratitude, outrage and hope, and a 
fervent embrace of the earth and whatever Presence lies beyond. – 
Karlyn Bond, Simon & Schuster, $37.50

Burning Questions: Essays and Oc-
casional Pieces, 2004-2021, Margaret 
Atwood

These essays and lectures are as timely 
and timelessly brilliant, ironic and 
(sometimes) laugh-out-loud funny as 
one might expect from the doyenne of 
American (used in terms of the conti-
nent not the country) letters. They pull 
us down forest paths, delve into history, 
push us forward into science, science fic-
tion, feminism, ecology, politics (and its 
failures)….But it is the book reviews, the 

fascinating, revelatory discussions of her own work from The Robber 
Bride to Alias Grace, The Handmaid’s Tale to Oryx and Crake to 
The Testaments to her poetry (“Dearly” will simultaneously open 
and break your heart), the illuminating portraits of authors and their 
protagonists, that got to me in my heart—and my head. Atwood’s 
reading of Richard Power’s The Echo Maker, a book I had read two or 
three times, exposed and unlayered so much I had missed, inter-
preted both plot and characters in such surprising ways that I had to 
reread the novel yet again. And having done so, found myself (not 
surprisingly) in agreement nearly page-for-page. The same could be 

said about her readings of novels and short stories from The Lives of 
Girls and Women to Anne of Green Gables to The Illustrated Man, 
fiction and nonfiction by everyone from Munro to Mantel, Dickens 
to Shakespeare, Lessing to Kafka to King, and from Marie Claire Blais 
to Rachel Carsen to Karen Blixen, Ryszard Kypusanski (Travels with 
Herodotus, The Emperor) to Barry Lopez. A book to pick up and 
put down, to reread and savor, you’ll want this not in your bookshelf 
but on your bedside table—along with a tall stack of the novels and 
stories, poetry and speculative fiction, history and drama and science 
that Atwood’s restless mind has led her to over the years and that her 
incessant curiosity, and her boundless heart, leavened by her acute 
sensibilities have caused her to embrace. – Betsy Burton, Doubleday, 
$30

Read Dangerously: The Subversive Power 
of Literature in Troubled Times, Azar 
Nafisi

Nafisi’s Reading Lolita in Tehran opened 
my world and my bookshelves in the best 
way possible. Here she is with another 
exceptional book. Framed as letters to her 
deceased father, all written during 2020 in 
the context of that chaos, she manages yet 
again to make the literary personal and 
the personal worthy of literature. Because 
that is how we subvert authoritarianism: 
to hold stubbornly, lovingly, to the com-

plex humanity of us all. She discusses works by James Baldwin, Plato, 
Zora Neal Hurston, David Grossman, Elias Khoury, Margaret At-
wood and more, and interweaves them with her own personal stories 
of diaspora, activism, motherhood, fear, and friendship. Her remem-
bered father serves as a beacon of hope and wisdom. The world and 
our bookshelves await! – Michaela Riding, Dey Street, $26.99 

In Praise of Good Bookstores, 
Jeff Deutsch

We have a special section at TKE we call 
Books on Books, and it’s exactly like it 
sounds: books, large and small, for people 
who love books and all they represent. 
Deutsch is the Director of Seminary Co-
op Bookstores on Chicago’s South Side, 
and it (and he) are institutions. Meticu-
lously researched and full of heart, this 
small gem is an ode to bookselling past 
and present although not without some 
serious contemplation of where and how 
we need to proceed to protect the beloved bricks and mortar stores 
we (and our customers) love. In his essay on “Community,” Deutsch 
quotes prolific author Cass Sunstein: “The Seminary Co-op Bookstore 
is... analogous to a great city, as Jane Jacobs memorably described it: 
full of life-altering surprise and unknown treasures, and whenever you 
turned a corner, you never knew what you would see.” I agree whole-
heartedly! – Anne Holman, Princeton, $19.95



11

NONFICTION

Different: Gender Through the Eyes of a 
Primatologist, Frans de Waal

Different addresses timely questions: Is it 
sexist to say men and women are differ-
ent? Should differences result in inequali-
ty? Which is stronger (and therefore more 
important): nature or nurture? Biology or 
culture? How does gender differ from sex, 
and what is gender identity? Each of these 
interrogations is culturally and politically 
charged, but eminent primatologist de 
Waal addresses them with humor, scien-
tific data, empathy. His knowledge of the evolution of science (which 
has slowly but surely revealed its biases) is instructive. For example, 
he tells us that until recently, it was not accepted that “female choice” 
exists in all primates, not just humans. Historically, science, ignoring 
Darwin, has mirrored cultural views—that females were passive and 
coy. According to de Waal, myths and mistaken assumptions about 
primate behavior have been used too often to explain away inequali-
ties between men and women. The author points out the differences 
among and between different species of primates, of which humans 
are but one—while gender is a social construct, biology cannot be ig-
nored. The book examines how the “existence of transgender people 
challenges the notion of gender as an arbitrary social construct. 
Gender roles may be cultural products, but gender identity itself 
seems to arise from within.” Different offers a discussion about soci-
etal expectations and inequalities, identities, and sexual preferences 
and practices as well as equality coming from outside the politically-
charged arena of today’s corrosive discourses, and, as a result, it is 
refreshing and eye-opening. – Laurie Wood, Norton, $30

In Whose Ruins, Alicia Puglionesi

Puglionesi takes four events in American 
history and does a deep dive into what ac-
tually happened in each and why. Events 
include the mining of ancient Native 
American mounds and effigies for profit; 
the exploitation of the Susquehanna River 
for cheap hydropower; the first oil boom 
in the U.S.; and finally, the race to harness 
atomic energy. One of several common 
themes in all four of these historical 
events is the usurping of Native American 
lands and the destruction of those native 

cultures. Some truly fascinating and little-known history here! For 
those who think the oil boom started 
in Oklahoma and Texas, the section on 
the first oil boom in New York state is 
worth the read alone. – Patrick Fleming, 
Scribner, $28 

Left on Tenth: A Second Chance at Life, 
Delia Ephron

Ephron’s memoir follows her journey 
through three decades, through the losses 
of her beloved sister and her husband, 
Jerry. This is also as much a story of the 
confluence of chance and coincidence as 

one of hope and perseverance. Enduring these losses, she writes an 
op-ed for The New York Times which rages against her cell phone and 
internet carrier and the difficulty of trying to disconnect her late hus-
band’s cell phone. This memoir leads her to a long-forgotten, former 
boyfriend, himself a widower, and ultimately to a second chance for 
love and companionship in a relationship that continued to deepen 
and thrive even as she battled leukemia. Left on Tenth is a story of 
unimaginable loss. Even more so, it is one of unmeasurable prom-
ise—and endurance. – Calvin Crosby, Little, Brown, $29

Bomb Shelter: Love, Time, and Other 
Explosives, Mary Laura Philpott

I loved Philpott’s earlier memoir, I Miss 
You When I Blink, and it was the title that 
caught my attention. The image of a little 
boy closing his eyes and missing his mom 
resonated; it was funny, it was tender. 
It turns out it might also have been a 
precursor to Philpott’s son’s later epilepsy 
diagnosis and the reason for this second 
book. As it opens, Philpott is awakened 
by a crash in the middle of the night, only 
to find her son having a seizure in the 

bathroom. It turns out, he’s likely been having smaller ones, which 
no one recognized, his whole life. What follows is a year of fear and 
uncertainty as she and her family navigate what should have been 
his senior year of high school and college prep but instead becomes a 
series of doctors’ appointments and medications. More than anything 
though, this is a story about love and what we do for each other in the 
best and worst of times. – Anne Holman, Atria, $27

The Beauty of Dusk, Frank Bruni

Lifetime writer at the peak of his pro-
fession, Frank Bruni, now a regular 
columnist for The New York Times, has 
a stroke in the part of the brain that 
damages his eye.  Everything becomes 
a blur.  Slowly his vision clears, but he’s 
left with “a permanent fog” hanging over 
his right eye along with anxiety from his 
doctor’s warning that a second stroke 
could happen anytime, taking his other 
eye. I remember reading his column just 
after it happened, thinking I was glad it 
hadn’t happened to me. But that’s not the end of his sad story. Within 
seven months his longtime partner left him. Two difficult years later, 
he fell in love again, this time with a dog named Regan who intro-
duced him to a new kind of companionship and led him to explore 
parts of Central Park he had never seen (and which he described so 
beautifully that I will use it as a guide on my next trip to Manhat-
tan). Bruni, when the pandemic allowed, began interviewing people 
he knew along with a lot of people he didn’t know, sharing his story 
before asking them for theirs and then discovering what remark-
able hardships lurked under their good nature and energy.  Seeing 
what had been invisible before, he imagines how it would be if we all 
wore sandwich boards to describe our plights: “Single mother with 
low-paying job and severe back pain.”  “Road accident, broken bones, 
reconstructive surgeries, can no longer fully feel a kiss.” “Plane crash, 
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prosthetic leg, dead 8-year-old son.” He met these people, and they 
were happy, chatty, and all had plans for a better future. They were 
getting on with living their lives no matter what had happened to 
them, as is Bruni. – Karen Shepherd, Avid Reader, $28

Riverman: An American Odyssey, 
Ben McGrath

Dick Conant is larger-than-life in this 
story told by McGrath, a staff writer for 
The New Yorker. In a small town north 
of New York City, a chance meeting in 
2014 between McGrath and Conant—as 
Conant was paddling down the Hud-
son River enroute to Florida—led to his 
article about the encounter. When the 
canoe Conant was using washed up in the 
Outer Banks of North Carolina, McGrath 
turned the whole incident into a quest to 

find out who this enigmatic adventurer really was. Through copi-
ous notes and a list of acquaintances and family members, he starts 
making contact and fleshes out a picture of the riverman that is truly 
one of a kind. The people he encounters make this worth the read. 
Add to that the scenery, the adventure and the sheer feat of traveling 
thousands of miles on rivers and streams, not to mention the grace 
and care with which it is written, make this a book that will stay with 
the reader long after that last page has been read. – Jan Sloan Tem-
pest, Knopf, $28

The Vortex, Scott Carney and Jason 
Miklian

November 12, 1970, is the date that a su-
perstorm beyond anyone’s imagination hit 
land in the Bay of Bengal. Initial reports 
indicated that the Great Bhola Cyclone 
had killed several thousand people. But 
over time the actual number—500,000 
plus—and the horrors that went with that 
number were revealed. The history that 
goes with this story is horrifying. Carney 
and Miklian deftly weave the history of 
East and West Pakistan, Bangladesh’s fight 
for independence, Muslim versus Hindu, corruption at all levels, and 
the part that Nixon and Kissinger played in this battle of wannabe 
superpowers. Riveting personal stories anchor this narrative and re-
inforce the tragic realities of millions of people—a reality that is still 

being played out today. Another surprise 
awaits readers in the book’s afterword; it 
will plant this brutal story right in today’s 
world. – Margaret Brennan Neville, Ecco, 
$29.99

The Bald Eagle: The Improbable Journey 
of America’s Bird, Jack Davis

This substantial cultural and natural his-
tory of the bald eagle, a bird endemic to 
North America, is an informative tribute 
to our national symbol. Davis does away 
with some of our favorite myths, such as 
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bald eagles carrying off babies or Benjamin Franklin preferring the 
wild turkey as a national emblem. He also adds a great deal to our 
understanding of this “often-misunderstood emperor of the sky,” its 
near extinction and welcome return from that brink. The epic story 
of this majestic bird spans the centuries as well as bridging patrio-
tism, Native spirituality and environmental devastation. It is first and 
foremost a uniquely American story. – Jan Sloan Tempest, Liveright, 
$29.95

Saving Yellowstone: Exploration and 
Preservation in Reconstruction America, 
Megan Kate Nelson

Yellowstone was established as our first 
national park in 1871. Nelson has framed 
the story of this designation against the 
turmoil encompassing the country after 
the devastation of the Civil War, detail-
ing the exploration done by Ferdinand 
Hayden which established the boundar-
ies of the park and revealed to the world 
the grandeurs it contained. As with all 
things historical, there were many com-
peting ideas and claims to the land, and Nelson examines them all, 
from eastern financiers who saw fortunes in the park to the Native 
Americans who wanted to hold onto their sacred lands. – Barbara 
Hoagland, Scribner, $28.99

On Quality, An Inquiry Into Excellence, 
Robert M. Pirsig, edited by Wendy Pirsig

Reading this book of posthumously 
published essays by Robert Pirsig is a bit 
like being able to dip in and out of his 
mind over the years. Random pieces from 
both published and unpublished works, 
as well as letters, speeches, and interviews 
over his fifty years of writing are included, 
edited by his wife of forty years. Pirsig 
believed creativity to be the wellspring of 
his concept of quality, which he defined as 
“excellence, rightness or fitness” in a way 

that, despite the fragmented nature of the text, made perfect sense 
to this reader. A small book to tuck into a purse or backpack and dip 
into to find its treasures. – Jan Sloan Tempest, Custom House, $26.99

The Great Stewardess Rebellion: How 
Women Launched a Workplace Revo-
lution at 30,000 Feet, Nell McShane 
Wulfhart

What we now call the “Golden Age of 
Travel” was not much of a golden age for 
the women who were stewardesses in the 
early 60s. The ads portraying the joys of 
flying depicted these women as hostesses,  
stressed their attractiveness, and hinted at 
their availability. Retirement was manda-
tory at 32 or 35, no one could be married 
or, heaven forbid, a mother. Weight was 
rigidly monitored, only certain hairstyles were allowed, and full uni-
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forms were to be worn at all times. As the liberal 60s evolved, so did 
the fight to overturn these restrictions. Wulfhart tracks the women 
who were at the forefront in the fight to recognize their importance 
to the airline operation and their value as partners in the flight indus-
try. – Barbara Hoagland, Doubleday, $30

The Quaking of America: An Embodied 
Guide to Navigating our Nation’s Up-
heaval and Racial Reckoning, 
Resmaa Menakem

Menakem’s first book, In My Grandmoth-
er’s Hands, illustrated that we as people 
need to explore the biases within our 
own racial identities before we can make 
a difference for others. In his second 
book, The Quaking of America, Mena-
kem, MSW, LICSW, SEP, gives a much-
needed voice to the conversation on 
racial trauma, addressing the coordinated 

attacks and the use of unending lies and fringe conspiracy as the right 
incites mass radicalization and chaos. He guides readers through 
somatic processes, focusing on political violence and how the body 
stores it. His practice relies on the body’s natural resilience for growth 
and survival. This book is a step towards an antiracist society, prepar-
ing us for what lies ahead, building presence and discernment in our 
bodies. A guidebook and workbook are included. – Calvin Crosby, 
CRP, $18.95

Ocean State, Stewart O’Nan

O’Nan’s latest novel reflects his ongoing 
interest in the working class living in less-
than-desired neighborhoods and leading 
difficult lives. We learn in the opening 
sentence that 13-year-old Marie’s older 
sister, Angel, has murdered a classmate. 
The events leading up to the killing slowly 
emerge, and the reader witnesses the lives 
of mothers, daughters, sisters and their 
love, devotion and ability to navigate loss 
as they experience heartbreak and its 
long-lasting effects. The author brings his characters to life in a way 
that will leave the reader wanting to read on long after the last page is 
read. – Sue Fleming, Atlantic, $27

Give Unto Others, Donna Leon

Although Guido Brunetti has agreed to 
help people in ways that were not strictly 
“police business,” he had never strayed 
outside the confines of the Questura’s cul-
ture quite so blatantly as when he involves 
police time and man- (and woman-) 
power in a private investigation for an 
elderly woman who was a good friend of 
the Commissario’s mother. She is worried 
about her daughter and son-in-law; the 
subsequent investigation into said son-in-

law’s accounting practice, past and present, includes an unexpected 
burrow into Brunetti’s own past. As always in Leon’s wonderfully 
cynical, well-plotted mysteries, this morally ambiguous tale at once 
entertains us, teases our curiosity and enlightens us in terms of hu-
manity, its vagaries, and—in this instance—our own fallibility. 
– Betsy Burton, Atlantic, $27

The Last Confessions of Sylvia P, 
Lee Kravetz

Everyone loves a discovery—of a manu-
script, a painting, an art object—that 
promises, if authentic, to bring millions 
at auction. Lee Kravetz, inspired by true 
events, provocatively offers up such a dis-
covery: “three-college-bound notebooks” 
in Sylvia Plath’s own hand which contain 
her semi-autobiographical novel, The Bell 
Jar. The tale is told by three narrators—a 
rival poet, Plath’s psychiatrist at McLean 
psychiatric hospital and, years later, a cu-
rator of ancient antiquities. Are the notebooks authentic? Who placed 
them in the attic “hidden high up in a dark space”?  How are the 
three narrators, 55 years apart, intrinsically related? What happens 
to the notebooks? Readers will find the answers in a page-turning, 
uniquely interwoven narrative that reimagines the creation of Plath’s 
classic, The Bell Jar. This mystery also raises thoughtful issues such 
as “the path an object takes [which may be] out of our hands” and the 
gnawing depression (and its treatment) some artists suffer, ultimately 
leading them to take their own lives. Book Clubs: this one’s for you! 
– Carol Kranes, Harper, $25.99

The Night Shift, Alex Finlay

On New Year’s Eve, 1999, Blockbuster 
night manager Steve and his four teenage 
employees were closing up shop when 
the world ended two hours ahead of 
schedule—their world, anyway. Ella was 
the only one to leave the place alive, the 
knife-wielding murderer having missed 
her jugular by a millimeter. That’s the 
backstory. It’s now 2015, and the murder 
is still technically unsolved. Everyone 
knows Vince Whitaker is guilty, but he 
slipped through justice’s fingers early 

on and is still at large—presumably on Planet Earth. His adoring 
little brother Chris hasn’t seen or heard from him in fifteen years. 
Ella Monroe—Blockbuster survivor and now clinical counselor, still 
fighting her own demons—is summoned one night to a hospital 
emergency room to meet the only survivor of an eerily similar crime, 
this one in an ice-cream parlor. Understandably traumatized teenager 
Jessica Duvall refuses to speak to anyone but Ella. God knows why. 
Local law enforcement calls in FBI Special Agent Sarah Keller (a.k.a. 
Agent Badass), who, in a state of extreme pregnancy, follows orders to 
revisit the former case while simultaneously being drawn by intuition 
and relentless curiosity into the latter. Jessica becomes the primary 
suspect. Chris Whitaker, having long believed his brother innocent of 
the first crime, is now a public defender, and he reluctantly volunteers 
to be part of Jessica’s defense team—totally unaware of the fact that 
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she knows who he is, after having studied the Blockbuster murders 
for years on her own (again, God knows why). Ella, meanwhile, has 
become as much a sympathetic friend to Jessica as a counselor, due 
to identification with her as a fellow survivor. Slowly the pieces come 
together in a decisive linking of the two crimes, and the murderer 
is revealed in a climax that may lead to the phrase Wait for backup! 
which will haunt you for days—as it did Agent Keller. This thriller is 
like an extended, turbo-charged episode of “Law and Order.” Read it 
in bed and you’ll lie awake all night. Listen to it in your car and you’ll 
arrive at your destination wondering how you got there. – Karlyn 
Bond, Minotaur, $27.99

A Change of Circumstance, Susan Hill

In this 11th book in Hill’s detective series, 
Simon Serrailler is faced with the death 
of a young man in a squalid drug house. 
Despite his ignorance of the drug world, 
he becomes obsessed with the death of 
this young man and the infiltration of big 
city drug dealers in Lafferton. The police 
investigation serves as the core of the 
novel, but there are many worlds in this 
cathedral town and a variety of hopes and 
dreams in the lives of the characters. Hill 
has written in various formats and has 
been short-listed for the Booker Prize more than once. Her gothic 
novel The Woman in Black has been turned into both a movie and 
a play running in the West End of London for many years. A reader 
of Hill’s novels should take the time to enjoy her use of language and 
analysis of the lives and loves of both major and minor characters. 
The tone of the book is cool, reasonable, and serious. Perfect for lov-
ers of Ruth Rendell, Louise Penny, or Anne Cleeve. – Wendy Foster 
Leigh, Overlook, $27

The Diamond Eye: A Novel, Kate Quinn

This fascinating novel is a fictional depic-
tion of a very real woman who fought for 
her native Russia during World War II. 
Mila Pavlichenko was a young mother, 
librarian and historian. She was also a 
deadly female sniper with 309 official kills 
to her credit and was representative of the 
many Russian women who fought side by 
side with their men to save their country 
from the German incursion. Quinn’s 
account is framed by a world war and 
the wrenching events that upended a life 

and created a hero for the Russian people. The story is epic. Quinn’s 
depiction of a very real woman is mesmerizing. – Barbara Hoagland, 
Morrow, $27.99

Ms. Scarlett: In the Library with the Lead Piping, Paula J. Longhurst

Nikki Doyle is back and while she’s taking a break from her job as 
“lottery minder” to the newly rich, she still manages to get mixed up 
in a mystery which includes a dead body or two. As the story opens, 
Doyle is back home in Storr Downs helping a recent winner create his 

dream. That dream? Cluedo Manor, an 
actual mansion where lucky players will 
be able to become characters in the game 
of Clue! But before the footings have 
been poured, the foreman goes missing 
and suspects begin to pile up. With her 
usual dash of humor and British slang, 
Longhurst keeps us guessing until the 
very end. I like Nikki more and more as I 
get to know her! – Anne Holman, Open 
Flame Press, $16.99

The Patron 
Saint of Sec-
ond Chances, Christine Simon

“Signor Giovannino Speranza, self-ap-
pointed mayor of the diminishing village 
of Prometto, population 212, knew from 
his 62 years of experience in this world 
that, in dealing with plumbers, one must 
never show even a hint of weakness.” Oh, 
what a tangled web we weave. Prometto, 
Italy is destined for destruction because 
of its old water pipes. Speranza, mayor 
and vacuum cleaner salesman, sets out 

to find the money to save the pipes and the town. It takes a little lie 
to do so, but as he says, “Yes, there was a lie, but there was also hope. 
Was hope not as important as truth?” The little white lie? Hinting that 
Dante Rinaldi, film heartthrob, will be coming to Prometto to make a 
film. The hint becomes a reality to the citizens of the town where the 
butcher, the priest, and the village beauty want to be part of the film. 
Its slapstick air and the understated dialogue of the naïve protagonist 
and the eager townspeople who dream of fame and fortune combine 
to make this a pleasant read in these troubled times. –Wendy Foster 
Leigh, Atria, $27

Reptile Memoirs, Silje Ulstein

“You’re someone other than who you 
claim to be.” This debut Norwegian 
psychological thriller keeps its read-
ers guessing from its opening page 
when Liv becomes obsessed with own-
ing a Burmese python and bonds with 
him—“There was something ethereal 
about him.” Thirteen years later, beauti-
ful 11-year-old Iben disappears during a 
shopping trip after angering her mother. 
Just-turned-60-year-old detective, Roe 
Olsvik (with his many family secrets), is 
assigned to the case. This tricky, deceptive story shifts back and forth 
and places its characters in a dark, clever, intricate plot, filled with 
surprises and disturbing, even creepy, events. The author provides 
lots of cliff-hanger chapter endings, glowing prose, and very original 
voices. Five characters (more or less) tell the story but keep hidden 
their pasts and intentions at the same time they seem to reveal them. 
A real page turner! – Carol Kranes, Grove, $27  
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Under Lock & Skeleton Key, 
Gigi Pandian

Enter the world of magicians, secret 
compartments, and secret lives. Tempest 
Raj had been a flashy Las Vegas magi-
cian making a fortune when, because of 
a dangerous accident, she returns home 
to her father’s company, Secret Staircase 
Construction, which creates fantastic 
homes. When Tempest’s stage double is 
found within a sealed wall of one of them, 
Tempest sets out to find her killer and to 
restore her skills as a magician. The twists 

and turns within this plot create a sense of curiosity which will appeal 
to those readers who enjoy classic golden age mysteries set in modern 
times. – Wendy Foster Leigh, Minotaur, $29.99 

All the Queen’s Men, SJ Bennett 

We’ve barely recovered from the murder 
at Windsor castle last year when Her 
Highness’s private secretary, Sir Simon, 
tired from the Balmoral trip, decides to 
go for a swim and makes a grisly discov-
ery. Is it murder? Well, of course it is, and 
it will take all the Queen’s men to solve 
this mystery of art, royal housekeeping, 
and hidden tunnels. Except it won’t actu-
ally, because Queen Elizabeth and Rozie 
are quietly on the case. At TKE we’re all 
hoping this series has a long life because if 
this second book is any indication, it just gets better and better! 
– Anne Holman, Morrow, $27.99

The Cartographers, Peng Shepherd

The New York Public Library holds many 
mysteries—not all of them on the shelves. 
The cartography collection and its secrets 
are at the center of Nell Young’s life as the 
daughter of a world-renowned cartogra-
pher, and a cartographer in her own right. 
Her father, the famous Dr. Young, had 
fired her from her position at the library, 
and they have been estranged for many 
years. When he is found murdered, her 
search to find his killer introduces her 
to a group of friends who, unbeknownst 

to her, have been protecting her from the secrets of a particular, old, 
cheap travel map and its relationship to her parents. Readers will find 
the plot curious, the characters equally strange. It is necessary to read 
with an open mind and the curiosity of a fantasy reader. – Wendy 
Foster Leigh, Morrow, $27.99 

Murder at the Porte de Versailles, Cara Black

It is 2001, and the world is responding to 9/11. Fear is in the air. In 
Paris, Aimee and friends are celebrating her little girl’s third birthday 
when a bomb explodes in the police laboratory. Her friend is accused 
of setting off the bomb, and in clearing his name Aimee is lured into 
the thick of international intrigue after being recruited by the French 

secret service. Still the independent PI she 
always has been despite this, she battles 
the police and lab employees alike to 
clear her friend. Paris is always a char-
acter in the Black mysteries. In Murder 
at the Porte de Versailles, readers learn 
of the Iranian section of Paris, Teheran-
sur-Seine. For true Cara Black groupies, 
the arrival of a new Aimee Leduc tale is 
Christmas and birthdays rolled into one. 
Readers have watched her adventures 
through 19 books and are eager to follow 
her in this, book 20. – Wendy Foster 
Leigh, Soho, $27.95 

One-Shot Harry, Gary Phillips

The life of an African-American is dan-
gerous at the best of times, and for Harry 
Ingram, news photographer and Korean 
War Veteran in Los Angeles in 1963, it is 
filled with landmines waiting to explode. 
Harry lives in the glamorous world of the 
entertainment industry and the tawdry 
back streets of criminal L.A. during the 
rise of the Black Muslim movement and 
the political campaign of Ben Bradley for 
mayor. In an attempt to find the killer of 
his army friend, a white trumpet player, 

he runs into police violence, political intrigue and criminal gangs. 
Phillips uses a Martin Luther King rally and politics as the backdrop 
for Harry’s search for justice in this ‘60s noir mystery that looks and 
sounds like an old black and white crime movie. – Wendy Foster 
Leigh, Soho, $26.95 

The Old Woman with the Knife, 
Gu Byeong-Mo

The woman is both an invisible old lady 
and professional assassin. Her employers 
are a firm of “exterminators” available for 
hire. As she ages she must face the fact 
that she is seemingly becoming weaker in 
mind and body. Younger employees see 
her becoming vulnerable, and one young 
exterminator in particular becomes ob-
sessed with eliminating her. This is not a 
wise move although it will cause prob-
lems for the old woman. The book is divided into a series of violent 
incidents in which she completes an assignment and goes on to the 
next while slowly adjusting her attitude toward her life’s work. The 
old woman is a sympathetic killer. You will root for her to the end. 
– Wendy Foster Leigh, Hanover Square, $19.99 

“In those streets everyone moved faster than me, 
but what they didn’t know was that I had already 
moved too fast, too far, and wished to travel no 
further. I’ve been thinking a great deal about 
time and motion lately, about being a still point 
in this ceaseless rush.” Sea of Tranquility, Emily 

St. John Mandel (see page 16)
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Sea of Tranquility, Emily St. John Mandel

Edwin St. Andrew, eighteen years old in 
1912, travels from his family’s country 
home in England to a wilderness on the 
west coast of Canada; Olive Llewellyn, 
young mother and a famous author in 
2203, gives an interview at the end of 
what may be her last book tour; Gas-
pary, time traveler in 2401, spends time 
in prison: three lives in the overlap of a 
Venn diagram, three stories at the heart 
of Mandel’s marvelous new novel, Sea of 
Tranquility, written during the pan-
demic when travel through time (in our minds) was, at times, all we 
ourselves could do. I could not put it down! – Michelle Macfarlane, 
Knopf, $24

Fevered Star, Rebecca Roanhorse

In book two of Roanhorse’s highly 
anticipated “Between Earth and Sky” 
series, the city of Tova is in shambles after 
the violent arrival of the crow god, who 
creates an unusual twilight over the city 
as he blocks out the sun, challenging the 
sun god to battle for power. Readers of 
the award-winning Black Sun have been 
waiting to see what has happened to the 
beloved Serapio, the crow god avatar 
and Xiala, the powerful teak beauty, as 
she goes on her own journey to reunite 
with him. Now the stakes are raised since 

Narapa, the disgraced sun priest, possesses a godly power of her 
own, introducing a new threat. Continuing the beautiful language, 
fast-paced action scenes and interesting characters of Black Sun, this 
is not simply a tale of good versus evil but a novel in which different 
perspectives allow readers to empathize and become immersed in its 
world. Complex and compelling Fevered Star will surprise no one 
should it receive accolades equal to those of its predecessor. I, for one, 
will be gushing about it for months to come! – Alexis Powell, Saga 
Press, $27.99

Passersthrough, Peter Rock

The characters in this unsettling yet 
deeply affecting novel are Benjamin, 
an elderly man living alone; Helen, his 
estranged daughter, who is finally, tenta-
tively, attempting to communicate with 
him, mostly via fax since she can’t bear to 
talk to him, about a trauma that occurred 
in her childhood; Melissa, an impover-
ished, utterly self-sufficient and oddly 
omniscient woman; and her companion, 
a troubled boy named Cisco. As the lat-
ter two become increasingly involved in 
helping Benjamin recover the memories he and Helen seem to have 
lost in the mist of years and trauma, the tale turns into a quest of 
sorts—a search for places that may or may not exist, or more accu-
rately, that at once do and do not exist, such as the “Sad Clown Lake,” 

that haunts Helen’s dreams. Their quest takes the reader to a place 
beyond reality, deeper than mere recollection and as viscerally real as 
family love on the one hand, as the terror of living nightmares on the 
other. Startling, haunting, as hard to forget as a vivid dream, this will 
stick with you for a long time. – Betsy Burton, Soho, $26
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