
LIKE MOST CHILDREN learning to read, I leaned heavily on
illustrations to help me understand and enjoy stories. Im-
ages provided a bridge to comprehension when words
were little more than mysterious hieroglyphs. But as I be-
came more comfortable with the words and moved on to
chapter books and novels in upper elementary school, I
missed that extra layer of story the art had provided.

Illustrations can arm apprehensive new readers with
confidence, particularly if they’re visual learners. They
also offer a space in the story to pause, to reflect on the
meaning of what one has just read. To read a book with
pictures is to place oneself in those images, connecting
more deeply to the characters and their world.

It wasn’t as if illustrated novels didn’t exist when I was
growing up — who doesn’t have fond memories of “Winnie
the Pooh” or “The Wind in the Willows”? — but it seemed
they’d fallen out of fashion since the heyday of A. A. Milne

and Kenneth Grahame. In my own work I have found my-
self looking backward for inspiration, writing and illustrat-
ing to fill a gap on today’s shelves.

It makes me smile to see a change starting to ripple
through the industry. In the wide acceptance of graphic
novels for children, in the inclusion of more art in books for
elementary readers transitioning to novels, illustration is
once again being championed beyond picture books.

These three new animal-centric middle grade novels are
rich in interior illustrations. The stories are as diverse as
children themselves, but in all three the words and pic-
tures feed the imagination together.

Daniel Kraus’s “They Threw Us Away” is the first book
in the Teddies saga, a trilogy for middle grade readers. In
the opening chapters we meet Buddy, the leader; Sunny,
the brave one; Horace, with PTSD; Sugar, damaged yet
sweet; and finally Reginald, the sage. These are not your
typical heroes. They’re Furrington Teddies, teddy bears in
their own apocalyptic world.

Sensitive readers beware: Tea parties and snuggles are
juxtaposed with trash heaps where one could lose a stuffie
at a moment’s notice. The wording is playful and descrip-

tive, and Sugar’s commentary injects humor. This is
Kraus’s first foray into middle grade novels, but it’s in line
with his previous fantasy-adventure successes (from “The
Shape of Water” and “Trollhunters” for adults, both writ-
ten with Guillermo del Toro, to the young adult duology
“The Death and Life of Zebulon Finch”). In this reviewer’s
imagination, it also brings to mind the weird contrasts and
visuals of Wes Anderson’s film “Isle of Dogs.” It is probably
not appropriate for the youngest audiences. But those
looking for a dark and suspenseful tale will find this one
truly captivating.

Rovina Cai’s illustrations are at once beautiful and
haunting, drawn with energetic lines. The art appears in
the story at precisely the right moments, giving wander-
ing eyes glimpses of what is just around the corner.

“Skunk and Badger,” by the Newbery Honor winner
Amy Timberlake (“One Came Home”), is the first title in a
new chapter book series. Serious, set-in-his-ways Badger
lives alone until the day freewheeling, happy-go-lucky
Skunk shows up on his doorstep. He’s come to move in.

Badger is a workaholic, while Skunk has a penchant for
babble and clutter. The unlikely friendship story of two
very different personalities is wordy fun, with laugh-out-
loud dialogue. It’s impossible not to think of Arnold Lobel’s
classic “Frog and Toad” series as you get to know Timber-
lake’s charming odd couple, Skunk and Badger.

While the characters are anthropomorphized creatures,
this book defies age grouping. Anyone who has shared a
living space — with siblings, classmates or grown adults —
can relate to this witty and whimsical tale.

Although the curmudgeonly figure who undergoes a
change of heart is an old trope, going at least as far back
as Dickens, this story gives it a quirky new twist, by

detailing with meticulous specificity Badger’s and Skunk’s
interests, respectively, in the fields of geology and orni-
thology. Lovers of rocks and chickens, and nerds of all
stripes, will crack a smile at the expert descriptions of the
main characters’ favorite endeavors.

Scratchy yet sophisticated ink drawings by the Calde-
cott Medal winner Jon Klassen (“I Want My Hat Back”)
add warmth to the already cozy text. A mix of color pieces
and black-and-white vignettes, they give this handsomely
designed book the look and feel of a classic.

“Saucy,” by the National Book Award and Newbery Medal
winner Cynthia Kadohata (“The Thing About Luck,” “Kira-
Kira”), introduces a family with quadruplets. At just 11 and a
half years old, Becca’s three brothers seem to have their lives
all figured out. She worries she’ll never find a passion of her
own, until the night she finds a sickly piglet.

Becca feels she’s meant to protect this defenseless life,
and that doing so will lead to something bigger. Her grow-
ing awareness and compassion soon spread to friends,
families and communities working toward a common
goal: to save Saucy and her piggy brethren.

This story tackles some of the harsh realities of factory
farming, through the lens of an empa-
thetic young girl with precocious yet
limited understanding and a big
heart. It’s a great jumping-off point
for conversations about activism, an-
imals, modern food production or
finding one’s path in life.
Fans of Wilbur in E. B.
White’s “Charlotte’s
Web” will no doubt

fall hard for
Saucy and the caring

family that rescues her.
If Kadohata’s heart-

felt story doesn’t tempt
readers to rescue a pig, Ma-

rianna Raskin’s endearing draw-
ings surely will. These expertly

placed images of Saucy, Becca, her
family and the small town they
inhabit will tug at you long after
you close the book. 0
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THEY THREW US AWAY
By Daniel Kraus
Illustrated by Rovina Cai
256 pp. Henry Holt. $16.99.
(Ages 10 to 14)

SKUNK AND BADGER
By Amy Timberlake
Illustrated by Jon Klassen
136 pp. Algonquin Young Readers. $18.95.
(Ages 8 to 12)
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By Cynthia Kadohata
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(Ages 8 to 12)

Animal Magnetism

Children’s Books / Illustrated Novels

From “Saucy.”

26 S U N DAY , O C TO B E R 4 , 2 0 2 0

0

T H E N E W Y O R K T I M E S B O O K R E V I E W 27

THE MAN WHO RAN WASHINGTON: The Life and
Times of James A. Baker III, by Peter Baker and
Susan Glasser. (Doubleday, $35.) This fascinating
biography of the former secretary of state and
consummate insider, who was once called “the most
important unelected official since World War II,”
reveals both Baker’s accomplishments and the
compromises he had to make.

WINTER COUNTS, by David Heska Wanbli Weiden.
(Ecco, $27.99.) Justice is hard to come by on the
Rosebud Indian Reservation in South Dakota, so
Virgil Wounded Horse — the hero of this gritty,
gripping thriller — dispenses it on a freelance basis.
Weiden is from a branch of the Lakota tribe himself,
and his book relies on deep research into its history
and traditions.

THE BOY IN THE FIELD, by Margot Livesey. (HarperCol-
lins, $26.99.) In Livesey’s exquisite new novel, three
siblings on their way home from school find a boy
who has been attacked and left for dead in a field.
This discovery leads to a mystery that will change
the lives of all involved.

REAGANLAND: America’s Right Turn, 1976-1980,
by Rick Perlstein. (Simon & Schuster, $40.) More than
a book about Ronald Reagan, the conclusion of
Perlstein’s four-volume saga on the rise of conserva-
tism in America is absorbing political and social
history, with sharp insights into the human quirks
and foibles that were so much a part of the late
1970s.

PAYBACK, by Mary Gordon. (Pantheon, $27.95.) What
if we pursued vigilante justice on reality TV? Mary
Gordon considers this question — and our retribu-
tive impulse — in her morally complex novel about
a long-ago crime and the modern-day television
host determined to seek vengeance for it.

WANDERING IN STRANGE LANDS: A Daughter of the
Great Migration Reclaims Her Roots, by Morgan
Jerkins. (Harper/HarperCollins, $27.99.) This
quintessentially American story — tracing the
author’s heritage through enslavement, emancipa-
tion, multiculturalism and migration — is a mesmer-
izing reminder that the divide between Black and
white is a false binary.

TIME OF THE MAGICIANS: Wittgenstein, Benjamin,
Cassirer, Heidegger, and the Decade That Re-
invented Philosophy, by Wolfram Eilenberger. Trans-
lated by Shaun Whiteside. (Penguin Press, $30.) A
German writer weaves together four biographies of
men who helped redefine philosophy following the
chaos of World War I, to show how their thinking
was a response to turbulent times.

WHY I DON’T WRITE: And Other Stories, by Susan
Minot. (Knopf, $25.) The stories in this collection,
Minot’s first since 1989, are concerned with love,
death, estrangement, loss and memory, which
means that they are concerned with time itself.

LIKES, by Sarah Shun-Lien Bynum. (Farrar, Straus &
Giroux, $26.) Reality and unreality frequently blur in
this impressive collection. From the inscrutability of
adolescence to the instability of suburban order,
Bynum’s subjects hold together through her control
of language and attention to detail.
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 1  1THE EVENING AND THE MORNING, by Ken Follett. (Viking)  In a prequel to “The Pillars of 
the Earth,” a boatbuilder, a Norman noblewoman and a monk live in England under attack 
by the Welsh and the Vikings.

 2  1VINCE FLYNN: TOTAL POWER, by Kyle Mills. (Emily Bestler/Atria)  When America’s power 
grid is shut down, Mitch Rapp goes after a cyber terrorist.

 3  1TROUBLED BLOOD, by Robert Galbraith. (Little, Brown)  The fifth book in the Cormoran 
Strike series. A decades-old cold case might be connected to a serial killer; by J. K. 
Rowling, writing pseudonymously.

 4  1TO SLEEP IN A SEA OF STARS, by Christopher Paolini. (Tor)  Kira Navárez might be the 
only one who can save the Earth and its colonies from being destroyed.

 5 1 2SHADOWS IN DEATH, by J. D. Robb. (St. Martin’s)  The 51st book of the In Death series. A 
hitman with possible connections to Eve Dallas’s husband is seen near the scene of a crime.

 6 2 2ANXIOUS PEOPLE, by Fredrik Backman. (Atria)  A failed bank robber holds a group of 
strangers hostage at an apartment open house.

 7 5 16THE VANISHING HALF, by Brit Bennett. (Riverhead)  The lives of twin sisters who run away 
from a Southern Black community at age 16 diverge but their fates intertwine.

 8 4 3ALL THE DEVILS ARE HERE, by Louise Penny. (Minotaur)  The 16th book in the Chief 
Inspector Gamache series.

 9  1PIRANESI, by Susanna Clarke. (Bloomsbury)  Another world is revealed as a man called 
the Other asks Piranesi for help with research into a Great and Secret Knowledge.

 10 3 2ONE BY ONE, by Ruth Ware. (Gallery/Scout)  An avalanche tests the bonds of coworkers 
from a London-based tech startup on a corporate retreat in the French Alps.

 1  1RAGE, by Bob Woodward. (Simon & Schuster)  Based on 17 on-the-record interviews 
with President Trump and other reporting, the Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist details the 
president’s perspective on multiple crises.

 2  1BLACKOUT, by Candace Owens. (Threshold Editions)  The conservative commentator 
makes her case that Black Americans should part ways with the Democratic Party.

 3 1 2DISLOYAL, by Michael Cohen. (Skyhorse)  An account of President Trump’s business 
empire, political campaign and presidential administration by his former personal attorney.

 4 2 2KILLING CRAZY HORSE, by Bill O’Reilly and Martin Dugard. (Holt)  The ninth book in the 
conservative commentator’s Killing series focuses on conflicts with Native Americans.

 5 4 7CASTE, by Isabel Wilkerson. (Random House)  The Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist 
reveals a rigid hierarchy in America today.

 6 3 2COMPROMISED, by Peter Strzok. (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt)  The former F.B.I. deputy 
assistant director of counterintelligence chronicles the investigation into Russia’s election 
interference and key moments from his career.

 7 9 28UNTAMED, by Glennon Doyle. (Dial)  The activist and public speaker describes her journey 
of listening to her inner voice.

 8 8 2SPEAKING FOR MYSELF, by Sarah Huckabee Sanders. (St. Martin’s)  The former White 
House press secretary shares her perspective on her time working with President Trump

 9 5 2EVERYTHING BEAUTIFUL IN ITS TIME, by Jenna Bush Hager. (Morrow)  Essays by the 
former first daughter and granddaughter celebrating the lives of her grandparents.

 10 6 7LIVE FREE OR DIE, by Sean Hannity. (Threshold Editions)  The Fox News host offers his 
assessment on what is at stake in the 2020 election.
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