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Welcome to the 
#NYALitFest Newsletter!
Welcome to the NYALitFest Newsletter! Here you’ll find 
news on our upcoming events, guest author features, 
reviews and competitions. We hope you enjoy!

Make sure you join our mailing list to ensure you
get this straight to your inbox – sign up at  
www.nyalitfest.wordpress.com

16 March 2019
Registration for the next NYALitFest is open! You can 
now register to enter the festival for FREE. You’ll also 
need to book separately for workshops and panel 
events you’d like to attend. A full programme and 
details of these will follow shortly!

Contact us here for more information: 
www.nyalitfest.wordpress.com/contact/

The shortlist for the STEAM 
Children’s Book Prize has now 
been revealed. This new prize, 
run by UCLan Publishing in 
association with The British 
Interplanetary Society, seeks 
to highlight the importance 

of STEAM subjects (science, technology, engineering, 
arts, maths) and praise authors and those in the publishing 
industry who are currently championing them. It is hoped 
that by providing children with engaging, fun and exciting 
literature which features these subjects they’ll be inspired to 
take an interest in STEAM further into their education. Find 
out how your school can be involed in the Your Choice Award  
at www.uclanpublishing.com
The shortlisted  titles are: 



When was the last time you read a book with a non-white 
protagonist?

Chances are, if you’re a reader of YA or adult novels, you 
probably have at least one book in mind right now. How-
ever, if you’re a reader of middle grade fiction, you might 
be stumped. With titles like Harry Potter, Percy Jackson and       

David Walliams’ many creations taking up a large part of the market, it isn’t leaving much space 
for diversity in protagonists. In fact, a study conducted by The Guardian discovered that one  
percent of middle-grade fiction in 2017 featured a BAME (Black, Asian, 
Minority & Ethnic) protagonist. A measly one percent representation of 
our increasingly diverse country. Truly shocking stuff indeed. 

Enter new independent publisher, Knights Of. 

Their mission isr clear and needed. To Publish books to combat these 
findings and let BAME children see themselves in fiction that can 
inspire and build confidence. Their first book was launched in 2017, 
Knights and Bikes by Gabrielle Kent, to fantastic reception. They’ve just 
launched a motivational poetry collection written by the brilliant Jason 
Reynolds titled For Every One. They’ve acquired the rights to the first 

ever children’s mystery novel to star black protagonists, Sharna Jackson’s 
The High-Rise Mystery, in 2019. For a small independent like themselves, it’s 
going to be a huge journey ahead, but with a steady stream of high- quality 
fiction thus far, Knights Of are slowly creating a name for themselves in 
children’s publishing. 

But their work doesn’t end there. Their dedication is now expanding                 
beyond book production. To celebrate their first birthday in October 2018, a 
pop-up shop was created in Brixton Market, London 
that stocked nothing but diverse children’s books 
with the hope to push the message of ‘read the one 
percent’. The response was phenomenal. People 

queued outside the door before the books had been set up. Parents broke 
down in tears as children excitedly picked up        novels that featured 
characters of their race. It was a fantastic five days for the publisher and 
readers alike. And it’s something that they’re aiming to expand in the 
coming year.

A crowdfunding project has been set up in order to bring more of these 
pop-up shops across the UK and Ireland, and they need our help. More 
communities deserve a chance to see themselves represented in a 
way that can create future readers, boost educational levels in schools and shine a light on                             
communities often left unnoticed. JP

You can support the inclusive bookshop crowdfunder here: http://bit.ly/2QC3Vp2

Make sure you follow Knights Of on Twitter! @_KnightsOf   

#ReadTheOnePercent



you identify as LGBTQ+ or not. 

The story takes place across two time periods, telling 
the story of Abby—a teenager growing up in 2017—
and how she slowly loses herself in a 1950’s pulp 
lesbian novel to take sanctuary from the problems 
developing in her family and relationship. The author 
of said book, Janet, also has her story told, exploring 
how her realisation of who she is changes the lives 
of her, her lover and ultimately shaped the book that 
ends up in Abby’s hands fifty-two years later. 

It’s a premise that may seem confusing on the 
surface, but is expertly written by author Robin 
Talley, who crafts the lives of these two girls with 
just enough detail to make them seem alive, but also 
to make it easy to keep up with the two narratives 
being told at once. Abby is thoroughly believable as 
a young, modern girl with very real problems that 
are applicable to growing up in a modern, digital 
world. It shows that growing up in recent times may 
be easier for Abby to be open about her sexuality, 
but it is not without emotional strain or challenges, 
as her family and relationship with her ex-girlfriend 
begin to collapse around her. Janet is equally—if not 
more so—realised and serves as a window to the 
problems faced by lesbians in the 1950s. If it’s not 
the danger of being found out by the FBI, it’s the 
fear of the shame she may bring to her family. The 
chance of never being employed or looking over 
one shoulder if she ever left the house. Some scenes 
were shockingly powerful and devastatingly real to 
the point where I had to put the book down before 
diving back in to find out what happened next. 

Pulp is, at times, a harrowing read. But for the 
LGBTQ+ community, or those who are interested 
in history, this is an absolute must. It’s a fantastic 
tribute to how seeking shelter from hardships inside 
fiction can not only provide happiness, but can be 
the key to changing people’s lives for the better. JP

February:

Charlie Changes into a Chicken by 
Sam Copeland, £6.99 (Penguin, 
9780241346211) 
Meet Charlie. He’s a normal nine-
year-old, who enjoys playing FIFA 
on the PS4 and tries to stay positive 
even though he’s the target of the school bully and 
his brother is in hospital. Oh, and he also happens 
to turn into a colourful menagerie of animals when 
he least expects it, from a high-hopping flea to an 
incontinent rhino. Young readers are sure to be 
delighted by Charlie’s lively tale, which begins in 

REVIEWS!
Out Now:

The Raven’s Children by Yulia 
Yakovleva (translated by Ruth 
Ahmedzai Kemp), £6.99 (Puffin 
Books, 9780241330777)
A bestseller in its native Russia 
and translated into English for the first time, 
The Raven’s Children was written to break the 
silence surrounding a dark and largely hidden 
period of history. However, despite its setting 
of Stalin-era Russia (a time of terror, paranoia 
and the Secret Police),  Yakovleva delivers an 
accessible, engaging and resolutely hopeful 
story. 

This is achieved through the courageous 
protagonist, seven-year-old Shura, whose 
innocent world is shattered after his family — 
Mama, Papa and baby brother Bobka — vanish 
overnight, spirited away by a mysterious 
figure called the Raven. Nevertheless, Shura 
determines to find them himself, navigating a 
hostile, unpredictable city where birds talk, the 
walls have eyes and few can be trusted.   
As Shura discovers the truth about the Stalinist 
regime, fact and fantasy are increasingly 
interwoven, encouraging the reader to question 
everything, much like Shura. With vivid, 
symbolism-rich imagery and page-turning 
tension, there is enough depth and intrigue 
here to appeal to older as well as younger 
readers. 

Overall, Yakovleva has succeeded in a penning a 
powerful story that engages and informs while 
raising important questions about complicity, 
challenging the status quo and the importance 
of freedom — issues that are just as relevant 
today. SK

Pulp by Robin Talley, £7.99 (HarperCollins, 
9781848457126)

It’s no secret. Life for LGBTQ+ 
people in the 1950s was tough 
and often heart-breaking. You 
hear whisperings mentioned in 
mainstream media on occasion of 
what life was like back then, and 
they’ve made a few movies on the 
topic. But after experiencing living 
in those times first hand through the 

eyes of a young lesbian woman, I can’t say anything 
less than this: Pulp is an absolute must read whether 



honest and unique throughout - much like the 
personality of her characters. Although the issues 
in the book can be difficult to deal with,they are 
placed against a backdrop of young, funny and 
relatable moments to make for a special book that 
will break your heart and then piece it beautifully 
back together again. BH

Watch Us Rise by Renée 
Watson & Ellen Hagan £7.99 
(Bloomsbury, 9781526600868)
Watch Us Rise follows the 
lives of Jasmine and Chelsea, 
two POC New York teenagers 
with  voices that refuse to be 
silenced. Jasmine’s father has 
been inspiring them to see the 
city, and society as a whole, through the lense of 
activists. Art-tivists as he dubs their group of poets, 
painters and performers. The summer before Junior 
year, Jasmine’s father is given four months to live. 
Determined to not let his daughter and her friends 
use this illness as an excuse to wallow, he sets them 
on a journey to absorb as much art as possible from 
their diverse city.

Spurred on by the challenge and their growing 
awareness, Jasmine and Chelsea quickly realise that 
even in New York women’s voices are still under 
threat. Accompanied by their tight knit circle of 
friends, love interests and families, Jasmine and 
Chelsea set to expose the double standards inside 
their ‘progressive’ high school.

Watch Us Rise is a beautiful collection of narrative 
storytelling from both Jasmine and Chelsea, poetry 
inspired by their lives, and playlists that allow the 
reader to fully become a member of Write Like A 
Girl. KH

Monsters by Sharon Dogar, £11.99 
(Anderson Press 9781783448036)
Monsters is the aptly named title 
which explores the life of Mary 
Shelley and the adolescence 
that forges her into an author of 
international and historical acclaim.

We are introduced to Shelley as a young woman 
struggling to live under the rule of her stepmother 
and stern father whilst also attempting to honour 
the memory of her deceased mother and the radical 
life she led. 

Conversing through the high society of London and 
escaping to the idyllic peace of Scotland, Shelley 
is a heroine of rebellion and intelligence. She is 
eloquent, brave and most of all unrelenting against 

action-packed fashion and manages to sustain its 
pace throughout. Each animal transformation is 
as unpredictable as its consequences, setting off 
an imaginative chain of preposterous events. 

Copeland constructs an entertaining ensemble 
cast of characters, each with their own quirks 
and foibles: My favourite was the ever-inquisitive 
Flora, who acts as both the brains and the 
brawn of the bunch. This book would be ideal 
for reading aloud, with numerous humorous 
asides and footnotes, playful language and 
dialogue and a self-aware narrative voice that 
doesn’t underestimate its target audience. The 
illustrations from Sarah Horne complement the 
text perfectly, bringing the wonderfully weird 
characters to life and giving the pages variety and 
shape. Charlie’s escapades will be a sure-fire hit 
with fans of Kid Normal and David Walliams. 

At its heart, however, the book carries an 
important, though far from heavy-handed, 
message on dealing with difficulties through 
laughter and friendship. This will likely resonate 
with anyone who has worried about things 
beyond their control or been through hard times – 
which is just about all of us. SK

Fierce Fragile Hearts by Sara Barnard, £7.99 
(Macmillan, 9781509852888) 

A companion novel to Sara 
Barnard’s Beautiful Broken Things, 
Fierce Fragile Hearts follows the 
bittersweet journey of Suzanne, a 
complicated 18-year-old learning 
to cope with her mental health 
issues following emotional 
childhood trauma.  

Returning to Brighton after some time in foster 
care, Suzanne is met with the reality of being 
independent and alone. With a full-time job and a 
flat of her own to take care of, we see her struggle 
with loneliness and the fear of spiralling back 
into depression as her two best friends, Caddy 
and Rosie, say their goodbyes and head off to 
university. 

Despite her struggles, Suzanne’s effortless 
charisma is a magnet to everyone around her. 
Through some close friends a kind elderly woman 
downstairs and a budding romance, she discovers 
how to cope with her destructive inner thoughts, 
open her heart to love in all its wonderful forms, 
and leave the past behind. 

Barnard’s voice is seamlessly authentic, brutally 



romance ,and of course, magic, to keep readers 
turning the page. NG

March:

Opposite of Always by Justin A. Reynolds, £7.99 
(Macmillan, 9781509870042)
You know that feeling when 
you get a really good book that 
resonates emotionally with you? 
You know the one. When you’re in 
your PJ’s at three in the morning, 
bawling your eyes out into your 
sleeve and trying not to stain your 
paperback with your tears. Yep. 
This is one of those books. 

The premise for Opposite of Always is familiar, but 
strong. Boy meets girl. Boy falls for girl. Girl dies. 
But the twist here, is that when said girl Kate does 
die, it sends our protagonist Jack back in time to the 
moment where he’d first met her. All his memories 
remain intact, but no one else remembers a thing. 

What ensures is a heart-wrenching journey for 
Jack as he tries to figure out how to save Kate’s life 
and the knock-on effects his decisions have on the 
people closest to him. Justin A. Reynolds has crafted 
almost every character in Jack’s story lovingly, 
stuffing them with personality and memorable 
moments. Jack is a relatable protagonist, a teenage 
boy feeling like an underdog to his best friends, 
longing for love and his place in the world. His 
chemistry with the equally well-established Kate 
will make you root for the two of them right from 
page one. Supporting characters Franny and Jillian 
get a surprising amount of time in the spotlight as 
well, which makes it even more impactful when 
the cracks begin to show in their friendships. The 
subplot between Franny and his Dad is a notable 
mention, which was so good it could have been a 
novel in itself. 

The plot works well. You’d be forgiven for thinking 
that a time-loop storyline would get old fast, 
revisiting the same events over and over as the 
story progresses. But the same things play out so 
differently each time that it stays interesting and 
relevant. Jack’s choices create different scenarios 
that delve deep into his psyche and make us think 
what it truly means to be happy. If you read Opposite 
of Always you’ll laugh, you’ll cry, you’ll feel almost 
every feeling you can think of. For a debut author to 
create such emotional depth is truly outstanding. 
Watch your back, John Green. There’s a new future 
best-seller on the block. JP

the normalcy of inequality. 

Dogar writes Shelley as a revolutionary but one that 
is tangible and compassionate, Her monologues are 
ones that feel poignant and continue to ring true 
throughout her journeys in the book. She  manages 
to ground Shelley in a way that shows a new side 
to the mother of monsters and allows the reader to 
live through her life intimately. MR

Enchantée by Gita Trelease, £7.99 
(Macmillan Children’s Books, 
9781509895977)
Enchantée is an astonishing debut 
novel from Swedish author Gita 
Trelease. Set in Paris in the year 
1789, Enchantée tells the story of 
a young magician named Camille 

Durbonne, who must perform petty magic she 
learned from her mother – la magie ordinaire – in 
order to keep herself and younger, frailer sibling 
Sophie alive during times of desperation.

Having lost their parents to the notorious smallpox 
virus, Camille and Sophie are forced to live a bleak 
existence under the care of their older brother Alain, 
who has since become a wretched, gambling drunk. 
As Alain’s behaviour becomes more threatening 
by the day, Camille decides to pursue a finer 
lifestyle for herself and Sophie, through the use of 
a powerful and more deceptive form of magic – la 
magie glamoire.

Camille makes her first appearance at the court 
of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette in Versailles, 
masked by the beautiful disguise of the ‘Baroness 
de la Fontaine’. Camille’s disguise enables her to 
enter into a state of play with some of the most 
flamboyant aristocrats in Paris, and her magical 
talent soon allows her to reap the rewards of 
hundreds of gold livres. But not all is as it seems in 
the court of Versailles; there are dangers that lurk 
and obstacles ahead that could destroy Camille’s 
chances of success and potentially cost lives.

Trelease does a marvellous job of transporting 
the reader to the vibrant streets and rooftops of 
Paris on the brink of a Revolution. Her writing is 
truly captivating and I found myself highlighting 
phrases simply to remember them, such as ‘candies, 
chocolates and sweets arranged like jewels’ and 
‘braided brioches that flaked a rain of buttery gold 
when you bit into them’. Although at times a little 
drawn out, Enchantée is a delightful, spellbinding 
read that leaves the reader in the hopes that the 
protagonist will achieve her dreams of a better life.  
Enchantée is the perfect cosy read, filled with thrills, 



Robin Talley talks to NYALitFest!
1. As mentioned in our review for Pulp, the book has the theme of taking              
sanctuary in fiction and how that can be beneficial, yet also self destructive. Did 
you do this yourself growing up? Any notable movies or books?
I definitely retreated into fiction a lot as a kid and teenager, and I’ve been known to 
do it even in adulthood. I started with the Baby-Sitters Club books, then graduated to 
Stephen King novels, and later Harry Potter and The Lord of the Rings. It’s notable, by 
the way, that none of those prominently featured queer characters, even though I’ve 
known I was queer for many, many years. It was still rare to come across major queer 
characters in most fiction until pretty recently.

2. You credit Ann Bannon for her guidance when writing Pulp. What kind of       ad-
vice did she offer you?
I was incredibly lucky to have the legendary (and lovely!) lesbian pulp author Ann Bannon offer to read an early 
draft of Pulp and give me her feedback on it. Among other things, she gave me some really useful comments on 
the paperback publishing process at the time and how it played out for her, as well as very interesting tidbits on 
the lesbian bar scene in 1950s Greenwich Village.

3. Have you ever experienced homophobia or discrimination, and if so, how did you cope with it?
I have, and it’s hard to sum up how I’ve handled it because it’s been a lifelong thing. Sometimes there’s big, 
can’t-miss-it stuff, like the former co-worker who referred to a lesbian parent (not me — this was before my wife 
and I had our daughter) as being ‘half a mom’. But a lot of the time it’s smaller microaggressions. Regardless of 
the size or shape of it, whenever I’m able to challenge it directly after it happens, that’s what I do. The more we 
call people out on their behavior and make it clear that it’s not acceptable, the more likely they are to under-
stand the harm they’re causing and try to do better in the future.

4. There are a lot of high emotion moments in Pulp. Do you have any standout examples that you found 
challenging to write?
Yes, but most of them are spoilers! I will say that writing Janet and Marie’s first kiss (which comes early on) 
was a challenge, because I was trying to strike the right balance in terms of exactly how great a risk these two 
characters, who are very much in a risk-taking mindset at this point in the story, could realistically take, given 
that it was 1955 and they were kissing out on a public street in Washington, D.C. Which would’ve basically been 
unheard of in that time and place.

5. In addition to Abby and Janet’s stories, there are two novels that are pivotal to Pulp’s story. Women 
in the Twilight Realm and Totally Normal Woman in the Daytime. What was it like outlining two novels in            
addition to this one? And was it challenging implementing these into the book?
Figuring out how to plot and incorporate Pulp’s stories-within-stories was definitely a challenge. I wound up re-
writing all those passages from scratch several times as I struggled to find the right voices. Coming up with the 
plots and characters that fit within the confines of the genre was a lot of fun, but the tricky part was figuring out 
how the metafictional stories would mirror (and contrast with) Janet and Abby’s own character journeys.

6. What did you find harder? Getting inside the head of a teenager in 1955 
(Janet)? Or a teenager in 2017 (Abby)?
Janet was definitely the harder character to get to know, because she’s living in 
a universe that I’ve never experienced at all. The truth is, though, both of these 
characters were easier to write than most of the characters in other books I’ve 
written, largely because Janet and Abby are both writers. The creative process 
is close to my heart, for obvious reasons, so these characters both became fairly 
easy to inhabit since I had a perfect entry point for getting to know each of them.

Thanks Robin for answering these questions! We loved Pulp and are sure our 
readers will too. JP


