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Introduction and Editors' Note 

Children and youth need adults to survive, but that does not mean that young people are without 

(or should be without) agency. This issue focuses on books that feature child and teen 

protagonists who question, challenge, and critique inequities and injustices to make real changes, 

big and small, in their worlds. Readers who live through these narratives are offered hope for the 

future through examples of possibilities.

Some of the injustices in these books are resisted in everyday community life. In Meena’s 

Saturday, the reader experiences a joyful family gathering where Meena successfully questions 

and challenges the cultural expectation that men eat first. In Partition Project, a school inquiry 

project gives seventh-grader Mahnoor the opportunity to learn from her Pakistani Dadi about her 

history and culture and how past wrongs must be challenged in the present. In Letters in 

Charcoal, two sisters from a marginalized Indigenous pueblo in Colombia learn to read, 

affording them and their pueblo the hope of a more dignified future.

Resistance can also take the form of offering readers stories they seldom hear. In the City of 

Jasmine, the prose and illustrations weave a counter-narrative of Damascus in Syria, where the 

reader is shown the beauty and grace of a place that is typically seen only through videos of war 

and suffering.

Young people can also challenge more dramatic injustices. In Lion of the Sky, the young 

protagonists risk their family’s and community’s wellbeing to resist the British Partition. In One 

Word, Six Letters resistance takes the form of small instances of courage, when younger queer 

folk and their allies call out bigotry. These acts can have big consequences. Wake Now in the 

Fire: A Story of Censorship, Action, Love, and Hope relates the true story of students in the 

Chicago public schools who challenged book banning and defended their First Amendment 

rights.

We invite you to read these stories of resistance and submit book reviews for future issues. 

Please refer to the WOW Review submission guidelines. 

Volume 19, Issue 1 (Fall 2026 - submission deadline: September 15, 2026): Open theme. The 

editors welcome reviews of global or multicultural children’s or young adult books published 

within the last three years that highlight intercultural understanding and global perspectives. 
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Volume 19, Issue 2 (Winter 2026- submission deadline: November 15, 2026): Finding a sense 

of home. This themed issue focuses on homes as literal or metaphorical places. The book could 

be a refugee or immigrant story, a blended-family story, or stories of finding peace in new 

situations.

Susan Corapi, co-editor  

Melissa Wilson, co-editor 

© 2026 by Susan Corapi and Melissa Wilson

Authors retain copyright over the reviews published in this journal and grant the journal right of 

first publication with the work simultaneously licensed under the following Creative Commons 

License: 

WOW Review, Volume XVIII, Issue 4 by Worlds of Words is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-

NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License. Based on work by Susan Corapi and Melissa Wilson. 
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The City of Jasmine 
Written by Nadine Presley 

Illustrated by Heather Brockman Lee 

HarperCollins, 2025, 40pp [unpaged] 

ISBN: 978-0063285088 

The City of Jasmine is a celebration of 

Damascus, Syria, one of the oldest continuously 

inhabited cities in the world. In poetic sentences 

that begin with the refrain “I come from…” the 

book takes readers on a journey traversing the 

city alongside the young female protagonist, 

going to public spaces like olive groves in 

Ghouta, dubbed “the lungs of the city,” the 

Umayyad Mosque, and the Umayyad Square at 

the heart of the city. She also takes readers to 

personally meaningful spaces like her Jiddo’s 

orchard where she swings amidst walnut and 

pomegranate trees, the courtyard of her Teta’s house, and her mother’s kitchen where mint is 

drying, jam is simmering, and yogurt is dripping. By sharing memories of her city, Presley 

generously invites readers to experience Damascus. 

Brockman Lee’s double- and single-page spreads of detailed digital illustrations, created with 

watercolor, colored pencil, and cut paper, further immerse readers in Damascus, bringing to life 

details of the city and everyday life. These details range from the jasmine flowers and cats—

present on almost every page—to the delicacies that adorn the breakfast table and Islamic motifs 

that border the book’s pages. The book introduces readers to the city’s rich history and beauty. 

This picturebook also introduces readers to the language of Damascus through translanguaging 

and by inserting Arabic words directly into the text without italics. Through text and illustrations, 

readers meet the diversity of religions in the city and observe the friendly relations among 

neighbors that have always existed in Syria. This text showcases Arab customs and traditions of 

generosity, such as never returning a plate empty. 

All this tender beauty comes in contrast to the images of destruction in Syria that the world has 

been subject to over the past decade in public media. Explicitly pushing back against this 

narrative and insisting on the Damascus she knows, even before the story begins, the author’s 

dedication is a vow to hold on to beauty: 
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To my mom, my hero, who traveled back to Damascus as a single mother to raise my 

sister and me so that we could grow surrounded by its beauty. To my husband, who helps 

me plant jasmines wherever we go. And to everyone who carries their home in their 

heart. 

Echoing this sentiment and the act of planting jasmine flowers as a form of resistance, toward the 

end of the book, the protagonist states: 

But I know… my home is no pile of rubble. While the world tries to carve ruins into my 

memories, here I am, mountains and oceans away, sowing seeds of home wherever I go. 

Jasmine flowers overflow. Breathe in. Breathe out. The smell will take us straight to 

Damascus. 

In Arabic, Damascus is popularly known as the City of Jasmine. Appropriately, the book is 

framed, in its beginning and end, by the sweet smell of jasmine. Alluding to the powerful 

connection between smell and the memory of place, The City of Jasmine is a reminder to hold on 

to memories of beauty and to share that beauty with the world. As the author states in her note at 

the end of the book, she “set out for the world to fall in love with the City of Jasmine.” In doing 

so, she reminds us—educators, readers, and bookmakers alike—of the responsibility we have to 

see beyond the stories we think we know about a place. 

Readers interested in immersing themselves in the heart of one of the world's oldest inhabited 

cities can also enjoy The Gift of Eid (Shifa Saltagi Safadi & Aaliya Jaleel, 2025). This book 

invites readers to walk through two famous landmarks in Damascus, Souq Al-Hamidiyeh and the 

Great Mosque of Damascus, as they enjoy a heartwarming tale of love between mother and 

daughter. Another book that introduces readers to a city—this time, Jerusalem—is Homeland: 

My Father Dreams of Palestine (Hannah Moushabeck & Reem Madooh, 2023). Through playful 

illustrations and Arabic dialogue, readers will explore Palestinian food and culture. A third book 

pairing that offers readers the chance to explore life in a traditional Beijing Hutong through the 

loving relationship between a grandfather and his granddaughter is the translated graphic novel 

My Beijing: Four Stories of Everyday Wonder (Nie Jun, 2018), which was a Batchelder Honor 

Book. 

Nadine Presley is a Syrian-Canadian author who grew up in Damascus and now lives in Canada 

with her family. She is a literacy educator and speaker sharing her passion for pride in Arab 

Muslim heritage with others. She is also the author of the picturebook A Ramadan Night 

(illustrated by Asma Enayeh, 2026). More information can be found on her website. 
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Heather Brockman Lee is a children’s book author and illustrator who, according to her website, 

creates “art that expresses the magic of nature and human connection.” Her books include When 

You Love a Book (Kaz Windness, 2024) and A Poem Grows Inside You (Katey Howes, 2022). 

More information can be found on her website. 

Dima Masri, University of Arizona 

© 2026 by Dima Masri 

Authors retain copyright over the reviews published in this journal and grant the journal right of 

first publication with the work simultaneously licensed under the following Creative Commons 

License: 

WOW Review, Volume XVIII, Issue 4 by Worlds of Words is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
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Letters in Charcoal
Written by Irene Vasco 

Illustrated by Juan Palomino 

Translated by Lawrence Schimel 

Lantana, 2023, 28pp [unpaged] 

ISBN: 978-1915244512 

Letters in Charcoal shows how literacy can 

restore agency and access to education. 

Through Gina, a girl from San Basilio de 

Palenque who receives letters she cannot read, 

the text explores the frustration of not 

understanding written messages and the girl’s 

imagined narratives of the letters. The story is 

narrated by Gina’s younger sister, who 

describes the reading-learning process and links Gina’s story to the right of all Colombians to 

education, where people can develop character and cognitive skills. 

Through this book, readers see how curiosity fosters agency and how community supports life in 

the Palenque. The shop owner becomes an important figure by offering the narrator a job and the 

chance to learn to read and write. Sticks, sand, and charcoal are used to study consonants and 

vowels and build words for reading the messages. This book inspires children’s learning and 

engagement in reading and writing in their first years of school. 

Statistics reinforce the book’s central concern with unequal access to education. While Colombia 

has established a target illiteracy rate of 1%, the illiteracy rate in Palenque is 8.6%, 

approximately twice the country average (4.3%) and slightly higher than that of the municipality 

of Mahates (7.7%), the municipality of which Palenque is a part. In Palenque, the population 

aged 5 to 24 reports an average of only 5 years of education, which reflects the district’s low 

educational coverage. While the Colombian coverage rate for basic education is 106.8%, counting 

all students enrolled at that level, regardless of their age, Palenque stands at 81.3% for middle 

school education and falls to 42.6%, compared to the country's rate of 70.6%. (Riccardi et al., 

2016, p. 219). 

The book is illustrated with double-page spreads. The front cover features an illustration of a 

Black girl writing the book's title on the floor. On the inside front cover, a summary states that in 

Palenque, “hardly anybody knows how to read.” The author honors mothers and community 

librarians, who inspired her to gather data and bring the tale to life. On the inside back cover, she 
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briefly explains the history of San Basilio de Palenque, highlighting two traditions: braiding hair 

as a map for escaping slavery and wearing clothes made from sacks of flour. These two activities 

are represented in the illustrations. 

A text with similar themes to Letters in Charcoal is Malala's Magic Pencil (Malala Yousafzai & 

Kerascoët, 2017). This book shows how education, perseverance, and the power of voice can 

create change in the world. Another meaningful pairing is The Librarian of Basra (Jeanette 

Winter, 2005), which follows Alia Muhammad Baker as she protects books during war. 

Together, these books reinforce the importance of education, advocacy, and access to 

knowledge. Freedom Braids (Monique Duncan and Oboh Moses, 2024) is set in 16th century 

Colombia and tells the story of secret messages of escape embedded in braids in Palenque. 

Irene Vasco is a Colombian writer and trainer of readers and writers whose work centers on 

educational inequity and agency. She describes herself as a citizen of the world because her 

relatives are spread across Latin America. Since 1984, she has dedicated her life to writing for 

children and young people and has led reader and writer training programs across libraries, 

communities, and schools. Her experience encouraged her to write picturebooks, including 

Letters in Charcoal, a 2024 USBBY Outstanding International Book Winner. More information 

can be found on her website. 

Juan Palomino is an award-winning Mexican illustrator who started his own illustration teaching 

program at the National Autonomous University of Mexico. Letters in Charcoal was nominated 

for the Carnegie Medal for illustration. He illustrated The Young Teacher and the Great Serpent 

(Irene Vasco, 2023) which was named a USBBY Outstanding International Book and New York 

Times/New York Public Library Best Illustrated Children’s Book. The illustrations for Letters in 

Charcoal are based on photos that the author collected and sent to the illustrator of people living 

in Palenque. They represent the culture and the necessity of learning for the characters (Vasco, 

s.f.). More information can be found on the Kolibri Festival website.

Lawrence Schimel is the translator of the book and has published more than 120 books in both 

English and Spanish. His works have won awards and have been chosen three times for IBBY'S 

Outstanding Books for Young Readers with Disabilities. More information on the art of 

translation can be found in an interview with Schimel. 

References 

Riccardi, D., Luquetta, D., & Navarro, L.(2016). Desarrollo rural y cultural sostenible: Retos de 

San Basilio de Palenque (Colombia). In J. Agudelo Taborda & G. Rodríguez (Eds.), La 

cooperación internacional en transición 2015–2030: Análisis global y experiencias para 

Colombia (pp. 197–225). Editorial Bonaventuriana.  

7

https://www.irenevasco.com/en/irenevasco
https://www.kolibrifestivaali.org/past-editions/juan-palomino/
https://cynthialeitichsmith.com/2021/05/author-translator-interview-lawrence-schimel-talks-process-market-access/


WOW Review: Volume XVIII, Issue 4 

Summer 2026 

1430 East Second Street, Tucson, AZ 85721 520.621.9340 wowlit.org © WOW 2026 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311765437_Desarrollo_rural_y_cultural_sostenible_ret

os_de_San_Basilio_de_Palenque_Colombia 

Vasco, I. (s.f.). Lectura del libro “Letras al carbón” por su autora: Irene Vasco [Video]. 
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Vasco, I. (s.f.). Letras al carbón | La relación con Juan Palomino [Video]. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DupEQ1Qhw8E 

Gina Natalia Soler Trujillo, University of Arizona 

© 2026 by Gina Natalia Soler Trujillo 

Authors retain copyright over the reviews published in this journal and grant the journal right of 

first publication with the work simultaneously licensed under the following Creative Commons 

License: 

WOW Review, Volume XVIII, Issue 4 by Worlds of Words is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-

NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License. Based on work by Gina Natalia Soler Trujillo. 

8

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311765437_Desarrollo_rural_y_cultural_sostenible_retos_de_San_Basilio_de_Palenque_Colombia
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311765437_Desarrollo_rural_y_cultural_sostenible_retos_de_San_Basilio_de_Palenque_Colombia
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I-u6F3eGofg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DupEQ1Qhw8E
https://wowlit.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/


WOW Review: Volume XVIII, Issue 4 

Summer 2026 

1430 East Second Street, Tucson, AZ 85721 520.621.9340 wowlit.org © WOW 2026 

Lion of the Sky
Written by Ritu Hemnani 

Balzer + Bray, 2024, 410pp 

ISBN 978-0063284487 

Mass movements of large groups of people from one 

region of the world to another are not new, but some are 

etched in memory. August 1947 was a pivotal point in 

people’s lives in India and in colonial global relations. This 

history can be explored to better understand the context 

and content of present-day conflicts and tensions.   

Lion of the Sky is an in-depth look at the time of partition 

in the province of Sindh. While other provinces such as 

Punjab were divided between India and Pakistan, Sindh 

was given fully to Muslim Pakistan due to the majority of 

Muslims already living there. The story is told from the perspective of Raj, a Hindu boy, and 

revolves around his friendship with Iqbal, a Muslim boy. Both boys are 12 years old and love 

patang bazi (kite flying) that remains a craze in regions of India and Pakistan to this day. This 

novel in verse explores the confusion of two boys who are close despite their differences in 

socioeconomic status and religion. The only thing that physically distinguishes them and their 

people is their topi (cap). Iqbal wears a white Muslim one, and Raj wears the Sindhi multicolored 

one. This novel is divided into eight sections, and each section leads the reader through the 

spellbinding tale. 

The boys cannot understand why the British powers use religion to destroy their long-standing 

harmony. Raj is happiest flying kites and strives to be the lion of the sky, the best kite flier, on 

the day of independence. His family is among the affluent Hindus of the region who own much 

of the land. Raj lives with his Baba and Amma, an older brother, Vijay, and a younger sister, 

Maya. He struggles with school, especially math, and prefers the kitchen and cooking to his 

studies. He also wants acceptance and admiration from his father. Iqbal, on the other hand, 

belongs to a family that depends on selling milk from their only cow and lives in a small hut. His 

trouble-making cousin, Tamir, appears often in the narration. When the British powers draw the 

Ratcliff line across a map and split India in two, Raj and his family are thrust into a fractured 

world. Their grandfather, Nana, refuses to leave because he feels responsible for staying in their 

home to cremate the bodies of the Hindus who are dying there. 
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This narrative explicitly depicts the unrest and the reactions that follow Partition. Vijay and his 

gang are ready to fight with swords and steel to keep religions and cultures together. As the kites 

are set to fly on the day of independence, Raj wants to meet Iqbal and reassure him of his 

support. He is caught in the crossfire between his brother’s gang and Tamir's Muslim gang, who 

are ready to fight the Hindus with cricket bats. In the bloody fight, Vijay’s girlfriend Bhavna is 

hit on the head. Both sides realize that things are getting serious, and they decide to have people 

from their faiths guard the streets. The person guarding Raj’s street is killed, resulting in Iqbal’s 

hut being burned and his beloved cow wounded to the point that she must be put down. Iqbal 

witnesses the events and sees that Raj does not come out to defend him or his family. The falling 

out between the two friends is resolved right before Raj’s family leaves the region. Iqbal gives 

Raj his cap for protection. 

Ultimately, Raj’s family is forced to flee and become refugees, even though they expected 

Muslims to move. With Partition declared, Hindu, Sikh, and Muslim families are torn apart, and 

Raj’s Hindu family and Iqbal’s Muslim family are among them. Raj’s family endures a 

harrowing journey and ends up in Bombay, India. Raj is responsible for looking after his little 

sister, but in the confusion, Maya is lost and not found until the end of the book. The family 

refuses to leave the train station, hoping that Maya may come looking for them, and keeps 

searching for her. They are forced to move to Bombay and live with Raj’s uncle. Their life there 

is chaotic as they struggle to adjust to the uncle’s small home. Baba and Vijay go out to find 

work as tailors but have no luck, as people do not want new clothes and are struggling 

financially.  

Amma begins making and selling food and is quite successful. Raj helps Amma in the kitchen 

and goes to school. Amma’s success is unacceptable to Baba, as he has always been the family’s 

breadwinner. Raj stands up to Baba and defends his mother. Even though he succeeds in school 

and at home, there is nowhere to fly kites, and Maya’s absence weighs heavily. At school, Raj 

must face a bully named Nirmal, who believes everyone who left their lands and came to India is 

a deserter. Vijay disappears every night and returns haggard. One night, Raj follows him and 

learns that Vijay is ready to give all of Amma’s hard-earned cash to shady characters who claim 

they know where Maya is. As things heat up, Raj intervenes with coconuts to scare them off. Raj 

thus takes on leadership roles in every part of his family’s life, and his decisions are respected 

and accepted by his father and uncle. Tamir and Nirmal show a different side of the story. Tamir 

serves as the necessary antagonist to Iqbal and represents a different kind of Muslim. Nirmal sees 

every refugee as a coward who left rather than stayed to fight, so he tries to make them pay until 

Raj stands up to him. 

This book is a gripping read on Partition, and each character shows deep growth and dynamism. 

It flows well, while also integrating the cultural details of each geographic region into the 
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narrative. The back matter includes detailed notes and pictures, a glossary of terms, and a 

research description for this time period. 

Several books would pair well with Lion in the Sky. Veera Hirandani wrote about Partition from 

the perspective of twin siblings. Neesh writes diary entries to her deceased mother in Night Diary 

(2018) and her brother Amil creates drawings of his experiences in Amil and the After (2024), 

describing their move from Pakistan to India. Both twins wrestle with identity as the children of 

a Hindu father and a Muslim mother. In the opposite geographical direction, the picturebook The 

Moon from Dehradun: A Story of Partition (Shirin Shamsi & Tarun Lak, 2022) relates the 

journey of Azra and her family from India to Pakistan. In the haste of leaving, her beloved doll is 

left behind but becomes a comfort to the girl who moves into Azra's old home.  

Ritu Hemnani is a journalist, teacher, voice actor, and motivational speaker. She identifies 

herself as ethnically Indian and a British national and calls Hong Kong her home, where she 

lives with her husband and three children. Lion of the Sky is Ritu’s debut middle grade novel. 

More information about Ritu can be found on her website. 

Seemi Aziz, University of Arizona

© 2025 by Seemi Aziz 
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Meena’s Saturday
Written by Kusum Mepani 

Illustrated by Yasmeen Ismail 

Kokila, 2024, 40pp [unpaged] 

ISBN 978-0593110317 

This picturebook exemplifies everyday 

resistance, which are actions taken in 

daily life to challenge inequity and 

power dynamics in a community 

(Johannsson & Vinthagen, 2016). In 

this book, the community is a Gujarati 

family with the aunts, uncles, and 

cousins who gradually arrive at 

Meena’s house on a busy Saturday for a family gathering. As the first to emigrate from their 

village in India, Meena, her sisters, and mother work all day to shop, clean, cook, and host a 

steady stream of family members. Meena makes countless cups of chai, and her aunts and 

mother prepare an elaborate meal as children watch Bollywood movies, dancing with the action. 

The noisy chaos of a loving family engaged in animated conversations, boisterous play, and 

nonstop cooking in an overly crowded house may connect readers to their own memories of 

extended family gatherings and traditions. 

Meena loves the chaos of these warm family gatherings on Saturdays—except for one thing. 

Across the day, Meena, the child narrator, comments on what is happening, including the gender 

disparity as her brother lounges in bed reading while she cleans. When the men sit down to eat 

first, Meena comments, “That doesn’t make sense to me. The girls did all the cooking! Someday, 

I’ll sit at the table first.” After reflecting, she decides that maybe someday should be now and 

pulls up a chair beside her father to make space at the table. Her father turns to look at her, 

pulling her closer to the table, indicating his recognition of the need for change as well. 

The mixed-media illustrations capture chaotic, busy scenes filled with people, food, and 

movement. The visual feast of details includes many connections to Gujarati culture through the 

Indian delicacies, Bollywood movies, and traditional clothing. In an interview, the book’s 

illustrator Yasmeen Ismail (2024) says she created double-page spreads for parts of the story that 

needed more space to illustrate how full and chaotic a big gathering can be. For scenes that 

needed to move the story along, she used vignettes and a single page for a quiet moment.  
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Meena’s Saturday can be paired with other books that depict children engaged in everyday 

resistance, such as Fred Stays with Me (Nancy Coffelt & Tricia Tusa, 2011) in which a girl 

reminds her divorced parents that the constant in her life is her dog, Fred, as she moves between 

their houses. In Big (Vashti Harrison, 2023), a young Black girl resists the criticism and negative 

words from adults about her body. The Rock in My Throat (Kao Kalia Yang & Jeimi Lin, 2024) 

depicts resistance through a Hmong girl’s experiences as a refugee in a new community that lead 

her to decide to stop speaking English. 

This book could also be paired with other books about family gatherings, such as The Relatives 

Came (Cynthia Rylant & Stephen Gammell, 2001), in which the relatives arrive in a station 

wagon for a family reunion, filling a house, and Space for Everyone (Seina Wedlick & Camilla 

Sucre, 2025) about a large Nigerian American family and the table that expands to hold them all. 

Finally, the book could be paired with other books about immigrant experiences from India, such 

as I’ll Go and Come Back (Rajani LaRocca & Sara Palacios, 2022), in which a young girl and 

her Tamil grandmother exchange visits between the U.S. and India.  

Kusum Mepani was born in Kenya but moved to England, where she grew up in a crowded, 

chaotic, loving house, surrounded by British culture in school and Indian culture at home. Early 

on she realized that girls were treated differently than boys at home. As an adult, she moved to 

New York and finally California, where she lives with her husband, two sons, and a dog. 

Meena’s Saturday is her first book and an Irma Simonton and James H. Black Award honor 

book from Bank Street College. 

Yasmeen Ismail was born in Dublin, Ireland where her father had a social circle of people who 

had traveled from India to study in Dublin as he had. She based the characters in Meena’s 

Saturday on her father’s best friend, an incredible cook, and his six daughters. She connects to 

multiple food traditions due to her Indian, South African, and Chinese heritage. Yasmeen is 

based in Bristol, England where she works on projects ranging from advertising and short films 

to writing and illustrating children’s books. She has illustrated over 15 books including My Brother 

is an Avocado (Tracy Darnton, 2023) and written 12 of them including Joy (2020). Her illustartions 

are bright, fluid, and full of energy and movement, reflecting her love of color. More information 

can be found on her website. 
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One Word, Six Letters 
Written by Adib Khorram 

Henry Holt & Co., 2026, 213 pp 

ISBN: 978-1250405555 

Resistance is not always loud and direct. Challenging 

prejudice and bigotry can sometimes be a gradual process 

realized through small instances of courageous action. 

The characters in One Word, Six Letters grapple with 

homophobia, toxic masculinity, misogyny, and body 

dysmorphia in imperfect ways. After one of the central 

protagonists hurls a homophobic slur (the “F word”) at a 

guest author at a school assembly, others in his freshman 

class understandably ostracize him, forcing him to 

confront his own emerging sexuality and self-image. The 

inspiration for the novel came from a real-life experience 

at a school presentation when the homophobic slur was 

directed at Khorram (Sutton, 2026). The author turned 

the moment into a dual-point-of-view novel told through the alternating stories of two fourteen-

year-old boys (Farshid and Dayton) that will resonate deeply with a wide variety of readers. 

In an interview with Roger Sutton (2026) of The Horn Book, Khorram explains how writing 

from the point of view of young people as an adult requires empathy and care: “I think empathy 

is a crucial skill for authors, especially writing for young people. We have to be able to put 

ourselves in their shoes and in their heads.” In One Word, Six Letters, Dayton could easily have 

been constructed as the bully and Farshid as the victim. Instead, both characters are developed as 

messy, as they grow in self-concept and in their relationships with loved ones and the larger 

world around them. 

Farshid is the youngest child of Iranian immigrants who are Bahá’í. He faces othering at his 

predominantly white school for his ethnic and religious identities. Farshid deals with feelings of 

same-sex attraction. As the fallout from the “F word” incident plays out around him, he fears 

further alienation for sharing his sexual identity with his best friend Nour, coach, peers, and 

family. Farshid is also an athlete who counts his macros and works out twice a day. Given the 

rise in muscle dysmorphia among adolescent boys and young men (Nagata et al., 2026), his 

obsession with fitness and body image will resonate with readers. Even though Farshid is 

struggling to articulate his own sexual identity, he attends the school’s gay-straight alliance 

(called the Rainbow Coalition) and supports his queer best friend. He distances himself from 
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Dayton and other ninth graders who have normalized anti-gay violence. His resistance against 

toxic masculinity and homophobia remains imperfect, but his evolution holds hope and promise. 

Dayton grows up in an environment where toxic masculinity is embedded into everyday speech 

and actions. He and his male friends normalize the use of “no homo” when interacting with each 

other, undercutting any possibility of meaningful, healthy same-sex friendships. Dayton’s friends 

dare him to shout out the “F word” during a school assembly. He complies and receives an in-

school suspension. He has a fallout with several friends and with peers in general, who do not 

tolerate his homophobia. Yet, like Farshid, Dayton is complex. His growth is momentous. 

Towards the end of the novel, Dayton abandons his toxic behavior and resists in a surprising 

way. 

The two boys are surrounded by a cast of friends and peers who are models of resistance in their 

own ways. Cooper, a straight jock whom Farshid cannot help but notice during their seventh 

period conditioning class, actively participates in the school’s Rainbow Coalition. Khorram’s 

decision to include Nour, a Palestinian Jordanian queer woman who is always seen with a 

keffiyeh, is noteworthy. 

With a lexicon like “Bet” and “Sus,” Farshid, Dayton, and the other characters’ speech reflects 

the popular language of teenagers today. Adib Khorram creates relatable adolescent figures who 

journey in their own becoming while resisting racism and bigotry. One Word, Six Letters is proof 

that an author’s craft and development of literary techniques and themes is continuously 

evolving. It is certain to be a favorite for young adult readers, as well as educators committed to 

promoting diverse storytelling through their instruction and classroom libraries. 

The novel can be readily paired with Adib Khorram’s debut YA novel, Darius the Great is Not 

OK (2019), a winner of more than a dozen accolades, including the Boston Globe-Horn Book 

Honor and the Asian/Pacific American Award for Literature. Like Farshid, the novel’s main 

character, Darius, is a young Iranian American boy who discovers his sexual and cultural 

identities in a similar coming-of-age narrative. This pairing allows the reader to think deeply 

about character development and shifting identities. Another suggested pairing is All American 

Boys (Jason Reynolds & Brendan Kiely, 2015), a novel written from dual points of view 

featuring two teenage boys, one Black and the other white, dealing with the consequences of 

police brutality and racism. Readers might think critically about how the dual narrative format 

lends itself to exploring multiple perspectives about one single moment, and how race, gender, 

age, and other social positionings shape our viewpoints. 

Adib Khorram is the Iranian American author of more than eleven works of young adult fiction 

and children’s literature. His popular novel, Darius the Great is Not Okay, has been translated 
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into Dutch, Russian, Japanese, German, Portuguese, Spanish, French, Italian, and Polish. An 

author for all ages, he has also written adult bestsellers. He currently lives in Kansas City, MO. 

More information can be found on his website. 
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The Partition Project 
Written by Saadia Faruqi 

Quill Tree Books, 2024, 404 pp

ISBN: 978-0063115811

Mahnoor Raheem is a 12-year-old girl living in Houston, 

Texas, with her older brother, Talha. Born and raised in the 

U.S., she considers herself an American, even though her

parents are from Pakistan. The Raheems are a typical

family with working parents and school-age children.

Mahnoor and Talha have never travelled to Pakistan, so

they are unfamiliar with the country and its cultures. The

story begins with the arrival of their grandmother, Dadi,

from Pakistan, disrupting the safe cocoon of their home.

Dadi, a longtime mathematics educator and fluent English

speaker, settles in, cooks, and talks with her grandchildren.

As Dadi reflects on the 1947 Partition, Mahnoor sees

herself in her grandmother and learns more about her heritage. When she accompanies Dadi to 

the senior center at her father’s hospital, she meets people from India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, 

whose lives were also affected by the Partition. 

Mahnoor is a good student, popular with classmates and teachers, and close with her best friends 

Kim and Ahmad. When an elective media class is offered, she eagerly chooses it because she 

wants to become a journalist. The class includes a documentary project, and as she searches for a 

topic, she asks Dadi about her life. Their conversations deepen as they discuss the Partition of 

India and Pakistan, and Mahnoor decides to make a documentary about Dadi’s experiences. A 

strong bond forms as Mahnoor helps Dadi tell her story. Dadi’s personality comes through as she 

describes reaching Pakistan, living in Walton refugee camp in Lahore, and losing her brothers, 

grandparents, and best friend to cholera. 

The conversation begins with Dadi’s childhood in Ludhiana, northern India, and the Partition 

that forced her to leave home and relocate to the newly created Pakistan. As details of Dadi’s life 

emerge, Mahnoor sees how her story connects journalism, documentaries, and newsworthy 

events. Through the process, Mahnoor learns more about herself, her history, and her connection 

to a culture she had not known. Her focused work brings the community together, and the 

documentary reaches viewers far beyond her class when it is uploaded to YouTube. The story 

brings together Mahnoor’s family life, school life, friends, and determination to learn her history 

through Dadi’s stories. The novel’s prose flows beautifully as the family members discover each 

18

https://www.harpercollins.com/products/the-partition-project-saadia-faruqi?variant=43806879023138


WOW Review: Volume XVIII, Issue 4 
Summer 2026 

1430 East Second Street, Tucson, AZ 85721 520.621.9340 wowlit.org © WOW 2026 

other’s strengths and weaknesses. Being open to learning is an effective way to move away from 

prejudices and biases about people we do not know. History and heritage play a huge part in 

one’s life, as Mahnoor discovers. 

Several books on the same topic work well as pairs. In Zarina Divided (Reem Faruqi, 2025) the 

11-year-old protagonist moves from her beloved home in India and relocates in Pakistan. The

Moon from Dehradun: A Story of Partition (Shirin Shamsi & Tarun Lak, 2022) is a picturebook

about the journey of a young girl and her beloved doll, left behind in the rush to leave their home

in India. In the reverse geographical direction, Veera Hiranandani wrote the companion stories of

twins Amil (Amil and the After, 2024) and Nisha (The Night Diary (2018) as they use drawings

and diary entries to tell their stories of moving to India and searching for their identity as half

Hindu and half Muslim during Partition.

Saadia Faruqi is a Pakistani American writer and interfaith activist who publishes children’s and 

YA books. Her recent 2026 novels, Some of Us Are Brave and Ms. Marvel: Remnants of the 

Past, have rave reviews. She is the author of the Eisner-nominated graphic novel Saving 

Sunshine (Shazleen Khan, 2023), the popular early-reader series Yasmin (illustrated by Hatem 
Aly) and Marya Khan (illustrated by Ani Bushry), and other middle-grade novels, including 

The Strongest Heart (2025), A Thousand Questions (2020) and Yusuf Azeem Is Not a Hero 

(2021). She draws on her roots and culture to lend authenticity to the content she explores 

through her storytelling and writing. She was profiled in O magazine as a woman making a 

difference in her community and serves as editor-in-chief of Blue Minaret, a magazine for 

Muslim art, poetry, and prose. She resides in Houston, Texas, with her family. More 

information can be found on her website. 
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Wake Now in the Fire: A Story of Censorship, Action, 

Love, and Hope 
Written by Jarrett Dapier 

Illustrated by AJ Dungo 

Ten Speed Graphic, 2026, 463pp 

ISBN: 978-0593838037 

In “A Note from the Author,” Jarrett Dapier shares 

that the inspiration for Wake Now in the Fire was the 

censorship in the Chicago Public Schools (CPS) of 

Marjane Satrapi’s graphic novel memoir Persepolis 

(2003). He writes, “The 2013 censorship incident at 

the heart of this book foreshadows our current 

moment, in which a tiny minority attempts to control 

what the majority is allowed to read and to know” (p. 

460). At the time of that censorship incident, Dapier 

served as a teen service assistant at the Evanston, 

Illinois Public Library. He learned about the unfolding event on Twitter, was outraged, and put 

all of his library’s copies of Persepolis on display, where they were promptly checked out. A 

year later, as a graduate student in library science, he researched the incident through primary-

source interviews and wrote about it for his thesis, which focused on how censorship affects teen 

reading communities. 

Wake Now in the Fire begins on March 11, 2013, when Aoife arrives at school on the day CPS 

teachers are told they can no longer teach Persepolis. All copies of the book must be confiscated 

and removed to the Office of Literacy at the CPS central office. While an English teacher and a 

librarian conspire to move copies of the book from the classroom to the library collection, where 

they will be “safe,” students spring into action to organize a protest. In only four days, students, 

led by best friends Aoife and Kendall, organize a protest to demand their First Amendment right 

to read. They secure media coverage and succeed in embarrassing the district’s administration 

that instigated this overt act of censorship. 

The story of censorship is told with authentic teen voices of students who are activated by the 

loss of a book that meant something to them and their classmates. One character, an immigrant 

from India, describes Persepolis in this way: “So, finding a book in school that relays a slice of a 

passionate, rebellious girl’s life under this horrid (Iranian) regime that threatens her very 

existence if she acts like herself… it was very comforting” (p. 241). 
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The school’s 451 Banned Book Club and the school newspaper, The Plover, are instrumental in 

channeling students’ outrage into a class walkout and a library read-in protest. Students use text 

messages and social media to organize and communicate. Their resistance catches the attention 

of the American Library Association (ALA) Office of Intellectual Freedom and NPR. Public 

opinion leads the district’s CEO, Barbara Byrd-Bennett, to rescind the ban by announcing which 

grade levels the book can be used “appropriately” in the classroom (Dapier includes the actual 

March 15, 2013, email sent to principals by the CEO on page 275). 

This book is perfectly timed for the current crisis of book challenges and bans, especially for 

books written for or about teens (see the 2025 American Library Association’s Top Ten 

Challenged Books). In addition to the students’ activism, the story highlights how school policies 

affect teaching and learning. The censorship incident was not the result of a public uproar against 

the book. Rather, it was an action likely taken on behalf of a few nameless censors. It was the 

school district’s collection development policy that kept copies on library shelves rather than 

removing them from schools altogether. Support from public librarians also ensured students’ 

access to the banned book, and the media coverage played an important role in defending 

students’ First Amendment rights. The story ends with a quote from Toni Morrison, “The 

function of freedom is to free someone else.” 

The graphic novel format for Wake Now in the Fire is ideal for middle-grade and young-adult 

readers. Not only does it reflect Satrapi’s graphic novel presentation in Persepolis, it also reaches 

out to young people with visuals that speak to them. AJ Dungo’s artwork is journalistic in style; 

crisp, clean, and straightforward. With thick black lines and blue-toned scenes, his sparse use of 

red makes that book cover pop. Most pages in this 463-page book contain multiple images that 

drive the characters' dialogue and reflective thoughts through the incident. While a criticism of 

this book could be its length, it could also be a plus in helping teens sustain their engagement to 

the end. Dungo’s illustrations support that goal. 

Fortunately, young adults continue to lead efforts against censorship. This text could be 

buttressed by recent articles about students protesting book banning, such as Kelly Jensen on the 

Book Riot blog chronicling the activism of high school students in Elizabethtown, Pennsylvania 

(2026) and in York. When teens show the way toward securing their own intellectual freedom, it 

is essential for adults to listen and follow their lead. 

Jarrett Dapier is a Chicago-area librarian who became interested in graphic novels when he saw 

how drawn young adults were to this genre. The idea of a graphic novel about banning a graphic 

novel intrigued him. Dapier earned the 2016 John Phillip Immroth Award from the American 

Library Association's Intellectual Freedom Round Table for his work and courage in exposing 

book censorship in CPS. Dapier has served as a trustee with the Freedom to Read Foundation. 
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He is the author of several award-winning picturebooks for children, one of which, Mr. 

Watson’s Chickens (Andrea Tsurumi, 2021), has faced several attempts at censorship. See more of his work 

on his website. 

AJ Dungo is a surfer and illustrator from Los Angeles. He attended Art Center College of Design 

in Pasadena. He has created art for companies like Nike, newspapers, including The New York 

Times, and magazines like Esquire. He earned an ALA Alex Award for his book The Waves 

(2020). His work has also been recognized by American Illustration, the Society of Illustrators, 

and Advanced Dungeons and Dragons. According to his website, Dungo spends his free-time 

days “surfing shore break or loitering in an empty parking lot.” Learn more on his website. 
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