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WINTER FUN

SHARING LOVE

Seasonal changes can be a
tangible experience for young
people, yet many related
changes are hidden from sight.
Lizelot Versteeg illustrates
both for readers in Squirrel
in Winter (Clavis Publishing,
$13.95, 9781605373492) by
taking Squirrel on an adventure
with his friend, Robin, to say
goodnight to all their animal
friends one last time before
winter. Their landscape has
been changed by snow, so the
twosome sets out to discover
what’s happening as their
animal friends prepare for
the long cold months. Animal
habitats in the wild, on farms,
and in gardens are depicted
and described both visually
and in words, with helpful cues
for adult readers to prompt
children to carefully search for
Robin and a hidden snowdrop
flower on each spread. This
appealing book could be used
in several ways—as a teaching
tool about nature, as a findand-seek, or as a bedtime book
with the emphasis on saying
goodnight to each animal.
Prepositional words and phrases
are highlighted, making it a
similarly versatile teaching
tool about grammar. Nothing
has been lost in the book’s
translation from Dutch, and
it will be as enjoyable to adult
readers as it is to young readers.
(Ages 3-8)

Families and community
members take turns respecting
and showing affection for one
another in various ways in the
picture book You Hold Me Up
by Monique Gray Smith (Orca,
$19.95, ISBN 9781459814479)
which depicts First Nations
people. Illustrator Danielle
Daniel takes Smith’s words
and demonstrates the power
of community in action as
an intergenerational cast of
characters spend time with
each other. Children drum, sing,
dance, cook, hug, talk, and listen
with parents and elders, and
people are the clear focus of the
illustrations. Daniel uses a soft
geometric approach for bodies
and environments, letting faces
shine with the glow of rosy
cheeks and affectionate, heartshaped mouths. While sharing
is a universal concept, Daniel’s
illustrations bring specificity
to the narrative. The children
have various skin tones and
hair textures, and one adult
appears to be a male with long,
braided hair. In this book that is
perfect for a shared storytime
as well as a lap-sit reading
session, the actions of each
person emphasize community,
togetherness, and mutual
respect. Just as in Smith’s
board book My Heart Fills With
Happiness, readers will joyfully
make connections between
their own communities and the
indigenous one depicted here.
(Ages 3-8)

FRACTURED
FAIRY TALE
The fractured fairy tale The
Little Red Wolf by Amélie
Fléchais (Diamond Book
Distributors, $19.95, ISBN
9781941302453), translated
from the French, will enthrall
older readers looking for a grim
twist on the traditional Red
Riding Hood story. Lush and
soft watercolor illustrations
create a dreamlike environment
that enthralls and haunts
Little Red by turns. The wolf’s
mother asks him to take a
rabbit to Grandmother Wolf,
who isn’t able to hunt anymore.
Little Red agrees after being
warned about a bloodthirsty
hunter and his daughter, who
hunt wolves for sport. Swept
away by adventure, Little Red
abandons the trail and ends up
hungry. He slowly eats parts
of Grandmother’s rabbit until
he has nothing left but a bag of
bones! A kind little girl appears
to offer help, and readers will
realize that Little Red’s trusting
nature spells trouble in the deep,
dark forest. A surprising
ending flips the story around
yet again, upending readers’
expectations and may leave
them with more questions than
answers about perspective and
prejudice. This is an excellent
book to pair with the traditional
Perrault Le Petit Chaperon
Rouge, and some readers may be
inspired to rewrite a traditional
fairy tale themselves from a
new point of view. (Ages 8-12)

FRANKEN-DINO
In Tyrannosaurus Ralph by
Nate Evans and Vince Evans
(Andrews McMeel, $9.99, ISBN
9781449472085), Ralph is just
your average kid—until a run-in
with Melvin, the local bully,
results in a brain transplant
disaster. Ralph accidentally
summons a dinosaur with the
blast of a tuba and although
he’s been squished, a mad
scientist has saved his brain and
transplanted it, Frankensteinstyle, into a tyrannosaur’s body.
And good thing, too, because
Ralph now has to train to be
Earth’s champion in a galactic
battle for the planet with
space aliens. There’s not much
explanation offered for this
strange turn of events, but
readers just won’t care. The
madcap, snappy action and
hilarious situations that follow
from Ralph’s misadventure will
enthrall middle-grade readers
looking for a new hero, albeit
one that isn’t able to take great
selfies anymore (those short
arms!). While Ralph was never
able to fend off bullies in human
form, he learns to be a gladiator
as he’s given the opportunity to
save the world. The storyline
will resonate with young
readers who’d like to tap into
their own inner dinosaur, and
the bright, punchy visuals will
keep them turning the pages
to see if Ralph can dominate
the alien challenge. A zany,
inspiring story for even the most
reluctant of readers. (Ages 8-12)
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CHILDREN’S
POEMAS FAMILIARES
Accessible, bite-sized, and made for
sharing, the dual-language poems
in Family Poems for Every Day
of the Week/Poemas Familiares
para Cada Día de la Semana, by the
late Alarcón, give young readers
a window into not just their own
lives, but the poetry that can be
found in even ordinary days.
Using language as the framework,
Alarcón loosely themes the poems
around the etymology of each
day of the week in both English
and Spanish. Charming anecdotes
bring the connections home,
as with a blushing child who
compares their red cheeks to the
day’s namesake, Mars, on Tuesday
(Martes). Gonzalez’s art, inspired
by Mexican traditions and motifs,
adds another layer of meaning to
the poetry. Wednesday’s spread
features a tortoise and hare to
literally illustrate “El Tiempo es
Vacilón/Time is Very Tricky,”
but hidden in the hare’s body is a
pattern of playing children, running
alongside a rolling classmate in a
fast wheelchair, while the tortoise
shell is studded with sedentary
students stuck at their desks. The
rich interplay of language and art
will delight
families and
young readers,
and teachers
of Spanish as a
second language
may also find a
use for this in
their classrooms.
The poems are
enjoyable in English but truly shine
in Spanish, with gentle slant and
internal rhymes. Un libro juguetón
y artístico—a playfully artistic book.
[Ages 5-12]
LOVE AND MEMORIES
In If My Moon Was Your Sun,
Max’s grandfather is changing. He
has gone to live in a nursing home
and he is more forgetful than he

used to be. Grandfather still loves
music by his favorite composers,
and he is glad to see Max when he
comes for a visit. But Max knows
best, and he stages a getaway by
punching in the door’s secret code
and letting Grandfather out with
him—along with Miss Schneider,
another resident! While Max is still
young enough to thrill to the idea
that perhaps the home will send a
search party out for his little gang,
he is beginning to grasp deeper
concepts like the fleeting nature of
time, as he realizes that Grandfather
will not be with him forever.
Steinhöfel’s Max teeters on the edge
of adolescence with vulnerability
and love; this portrayal

ensues. When Bartelby realizes
that he’s the one causing chaos in
the city, he feels bad. It’s a good
thing this sausage dog lives in a
bookstore, because that’s where his
little friends go to look for answers
to his predicament. Together, they
come up with a novel solution that
prevents Bartelby’s bottom from
causing problems. The city scenes
in Patton’s The Very Very Very
Long Dog are dynamic yet spare,
focusing on the mess that the dog
and his erstwhile friends create,
and describe both perspectives on a
common problem for preschoolers—
unintentional messes! The solution
includes a way for both passersby

is complemented by Palmtag’s
beautifully expressive colored
pencil illustrations and songs on
the accompanying CD that evoke
timeless human emotion. Readers
will feel as though they have
stepped into an entire experience
with Max and his grandfather. A
meaningful and resonant book for
those struggling to come to terms
with a relative’s memory loss, and
everything that goes with that
process. [Ages 8-12]

and Bartelby to become more aware
of where he is in space, and that is
something that readers will pick up
on, whether this is used in a lapsit session or in a group storytime
presentation. A charming story that
promotes problem-solving with
friends. [Ages 3-5]

VERY LONG, VERY CUTE
Bartelby is a very, very long dog. It
makes him distinctive, but it also
prevents him from having all the
fun he wants to have. Whenever he
goes on walks with friends, he loses
track of his rear and pandemonium

by Erin
Downey
Howerton

Family Poems for
Every Day of the Week/
Poemas Familiares para
Cada Día de la Semana
by Francisco X. Alarcón,
illustrated by Maya
Christina Gonzalez. (Lee
& Low Books, $18.95,
9780892392759)
If My Moon Was
Your Sun by Andreas
Steinhöfel, illustrated
by Nele Palmtag.
(Plough Publishing, $19,
9780874860795)
The Very Very Very
Long Dog by Julia
Patton (Sourcebooks
Jabberwocky, $17.95,
9781492654452)
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CHILDREN’S
TOP PICK

by Erin
Downey
Howerton

Two writers come together to
write a story of classmates in the
image of their younger selves in
Can I Touch Your Hair?Hesitant to
tackle an assigned project together,
the younger Irene and Charles
are a study in contrasts: one shy
and white, the other talkative and
black. But as they write the series
of poems that makes up the book,
they learn of surprising similarities
and deep differences between their

a desire to continue writing and
learning together. This thoughtful
journey through the hearts of two
elementary schoolers is brought
to life by married illustrators Sean
Qualls and Selina Alko using
acrylics, colored pencil, and collage,
observing in the end notes that
the mixed media artwork reflects
their own collaboration. This deeply
heartfelt book embraces children’s
curiosities and growing awareness
of the world around them, and will
spur lots of dialogue around dinner
tables and in classrooms. As Irene
and Charles discover through their
writing, having these conversations
is the key to new understandings.
An important and notable book on
race and culture. [Ages 9-12]
NOBODY HERE BUT US
CHICKENS

Can I Touch Your
Hair? Poems of
Race, Mistakes, and
Friendship by Irene
Latham and Charles
Waters, illustrated by
Sean Qualls and Selina
Alko. (Carolrhoda Books,
$17.99, 9781512404425)
I Got a Chicken for My
Birthday by Laura Gehl,
illustrated by Sarah
Horne. (Carolrhoda
Books, $17.99,
9781512431308)
Miriam’s Secret by
Debby Waldman. (Orca,
$10.95, 9781459814257)
A Sky Full of Stars by
Linda Williams Jackson.
(HMH Books for Young
Readers, $16.99,
9780544800656)
Wrestling Dreams
by Colt Cabana and
Sam Weisz. Illustrated
by Erica Weisz.
(Trism Books, $14.95,
9780988833876)
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lives. Charles struggles with soul
food traditions as a new vegan,
the indignities of kids touching
his hair without permission, and
rejection from peers who value
black styles but not the people who
originated them. Irene observes the
homogeneousness of her church,
mysterious rejections from her
black classmates, and hearing
about police violence secondhand
from her father, who doesn’t want
her to watch the news. Moments
of reconciliation ring true for this
age group—the children reach
out awkwardly to each other,
not always knowing how to say
what’s in their heart. Despite
setbacks and misunderstandings,
Irene and Charles bond over a
shared love of writing and their
favorite author, Nikki Grimes, and
end the book with a hopeful nod
towards the future, expressing

In I Got a Chicken for My Birthday,
an unexpected birthday gift from
Abuela Lola sends Ana into a tizzy.
Tickets to her favorite amusement
park would have been better than
this demanding, strange chicken!
The reader soon realizes that the
unexpected fowl is part of a family
tradition, and that the chicken
recruits all the family pets to help
him build an amusement park from
scratch just for Ana. The over-thetop concept is enhanced
by Horne’s zany,
colorful illustrations
that showcase this
enterprising chicken
as he hammers and
bulldozes the park to
life. The story ends
with a clear invitation
for a sequel, as the
reader realizes that
the chickens Abuela
Lola gifts are able to
accomplish things that
are truly out of this
world! A delightfully
wacky read. [ages 3-7]

DEPRESSION-ERA FICTION
In Miriam’s Secret, city girl Miriam
is sent to live with her grandparents,
Bubby and Zayde, on their upstate
New York farm while her parents
travel to fetch young relatives from
Europe. Although at first things
are unfamiliar and unsettling,
Miriam soon gains her footing
and confidently begins to explore
her new environment. Waldman’s
warm, loving depiction of a Russian
Jewish family during the Depression
is a cozy read that will be treasured
by young readers, many of whom
will relate to the fish-out-of-water
element of her story. Miriam’s
comforts, such as family traditions,
chatting with the transient men
who work with Zayde, and the new
kittens in the barn help her adjust
to her temporary circumstances.
Miriam’s faith informs her
decisions, especially when she is
confronted by an ethical dilemma.
As Passover approaches, Waldman
weaves religious traditions into
the narrative and uses the holiday
to drive the plot forward, giving
Miriam an opportunity to form
an unexpected friendship. As
she learns that the best way to
overcome the feeling of being an
outsider is to invite more people into
their circle, Miriam discovers that

with force. Jackson seamlessly
weaves the political together with
the personal, addressing Rose’s
underage pregnant cousin, Rose’s
determination to finish school, and
her longing to know her father. A
multi-faceted look at the choices
young black youth faced in 1955
Mississippi. [Ages 10-14]

art compliments the story, a bright
and cheerful watercolor rendering
of Colt’s world both in and out of
the ring. Young readers will remind
themselves that Colt didn’t give up
on his big dream, and neither should
they. [Ages 4-9]

A NEW FAVORITE

her long wait is also an opportunity
to grow. [Ages 8-10]
CIVIL RIGHTS FICTION
A Sky Full of Stars picks up where
Jackson’s previous novel, Midnight
Without a Moon, left off. Rose Lee’s
community is still reeling from
the Emmett Till murder and other
crimes against blacks in Mississippi.
Her friend, Hallelujah, prods their
fellow middle-schoolers to
march and protest, but cousin
Shorty thinks violence and
fear is the more effective route.
With another cousin in jail
for retaliating against a white
employer and her uncle dead
from the shock, Rose knows that
things are bad and about to get
worse. Jackson’s portrayal of
the pre-Civil Rights era South
is raw and honest, and readers
will see the cruelty of the angry
white community leaders as
they take out their frustration
with the NAACP and the black
community in front of Rose
and her classmates. The tension
ratchets higher as Rose is forced
closer to another pivotal decision
in her life—to fight for civil rights
with words and principles, or

“Please kayfabe,” reads a sign
on young Colt’s clubhouse wall.
Instantly, little wrestling fans will
know that this kid speaks their
language. In Wrestling Dreams,
we meet a young Colt Cabana
before his career as a professional
wrestler. Seen as too rowdy by the
adults around him, Colt struggles
to put together his own crew of
babyfaces and heels so they can
live out their wildest dreams of
performing in front of a screaming
crowd. It’s not just a love letter to
wrestling, it’s also a touching tribute
to Colt’s mom, who supports her
little wrestler every step of the way.
When the big opportunity arrives,
Colt straps on his dad’s (formerly
forbidden) tie and jumps into the
ring. Readers will cheer and race to
try out their own wrestling moves
after reading this one. Erica Weisz’s

ADVERTISE
WITH US
We are running our
Charter Publisher Program
offering special discounted
rates through the March
2018 issue.
View our rate card online at

bit.ly/IndiePicksRateCard
or
call Naomi Blackburn at
361-356-1819 x402
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