High School Book Reviews

Across the Nightingale Floor by Lian Hearn.  Book one of a trilogy (Tales of the Otori).  This book is a combination of period (Feudal Japan) and fantasy.  The young hero is rescued from certain death to become a member of a tribe of mystical ninjas who are able to cloak themselves with invisibility and to actually make people believe they can be in two places at once.

Airborn by Kenneth Oppel.  A Victorian-era fantasy.   This adventure story has it all: danger, pirates, love, discovery of previously unknown creatures and youth out to prove themselves to adults.  The story begins with the premise that hot-air balloon travel became commonplace. The action develops around the pirates who board the ship Aurora and then around the discovery of “cloud cats”.

The Amulet of Samarkand by Jonathan Stroud.  Book one of a trilogy (The Bartimaeus Trilogy).  Think of Harry Potter gone bad.  This book is hilarious.  England again finds itself afflicted with young people with magical powers who are in need of teachers.  This story revolves around a young man who is exceptionally bright, talented and a bit of a rascal.  His powers and talents lead him to conjure a 5000-year-old-djinni to avenge a wrong done to him.

Are We There Yet? By David Levithan.  Danny Silver, 23, is a workaholic advertising executive; his laid-back 17-year-old brother, Elijah, absolutely drives him wild with his untied sneakers and lack of focus.  These two unlikely traveling companions are tricked by their parents into vacationing together in Italy.  Their relationship becomes even more edgy when a girl enters the picture and both young men are attracted to her.  Part travelogue, part pensive narrative this novel will appeal to more mature readers because of its psychological and philosophical perspectives.

Best Foot Forward by Joan Bauer.  This is a stand-alone sequel to Rules of the Road.  Lots of teenage girls go crazy for shoes, but 16-year old Jenna is gaga for the shoe business.  Because Jenna knows the business so well her employer, Mrs. Gladstone asks her to mentor a new employee.  Problem is, Jenna, is suspicious of Tanner because of his past.  But Tanner is just one of the challenges Jenna faces in the entertaining novel.

Blankets by Craig Thompson.  A sensitive memoir in graphic novel format that recreates the confusion, emotional pain and isolation of the author’s rigidly fundamentalist Christian upbringing.  The novel also explores the painful intensity of first love, realizing the physical and moral complications that can imply.

Blood Secret by Kathryn Lasky.  14-year old Jerry Luna, mute since her mother’s disappearance, is sent to live with her great-great aunt Constanza.  Jerry’s heart and voice begin to awaken when she discovers a trunk that draws her into the world of her ancestors during the Spanish Inquisition.

The Blue Mirror by Kathe Koja.  Maggy, the 16-year old protagonist is a loner and artist in love with a beautiful and mysterious boy named Cole.  Maggy sits for hours in the window booth of The Blue Mirror coffeehouse sketching.  At home she is the unwilling caretaker for her drunken mother.  She soon learns, however, that Cole is no Prince Charming.

Bound by Donna Jo Napoli.  In a novel based on Chinese Cinderella tales, 14-year old stepchild Xing-Xing endures a life of neglect and servitude, as her stepmother cruelly mutilates her own child’s feet so she alone might marry well.  Xing-Xing’s resourcefulness and intelligence makes her an unforgettable and sympathetic heroine

The Color of Fire by Ann Rinaldi. Based on an actual event, this story reveals the prejudice and brutality of 1741 New York.  Britain is at war with Spain.  New Yorkers are suspicious of Catholics acting as Spanish spies.  Fires are being set and fear turns to suspect the slaves of planning an uprising.  This is the story of a young enslaved girl who watches a close friend be accused of and then convicted of setting fires.  The punishment is to be burned at the stake.  She has difficult decisions to make which will effect where and how she chooses to live the rest of her life. 

The Crimes and Punishments of Miss Payne by Barry Jonsberg.  Very likeable narrator.  She is witty, bright, articulate and attracted to a “bad boy”.  Her high school English class manages to get rid of their teacher.  (As a former English teacher, I found this part an uncomfortable read!) ; however, the class gets its just reward because the replacement is much, much worse.   In the process of trying to rid themselves of her, Calma (good girl) and Kiffo (bad boy) discover what they believe to be drug dealings by the “Pitbull”.  A subplot revolves around Calma and her relationship with her mother who she refers to as “refrigerator” because of the notes they leave each other.

Finding Lubchenko by Michael Simmons.   Poor-little rich boy story.  Evan’s father, a widower, is a strict disciplinarian who is also fabulously wealthy in the Bill Gates vein.  Evan resents what he feels are the primitive conditions under which he has to survive: no fast cars, no European vacation homes etc.  He is forced to vacation in a remote cabin and chop firewood for heaven’s sake!  His father however finds himself framed for the murder of one of his employees and son sets out to solve the case.

Hannah Coulter by Wendell Berry.  Hannah narrates this novel set in Port William, Ky. in a simple prose that reflects on the events of her long life.  Her Depression-era girlhood is marked by poverty, the sudden loss of her mother and the arrival of a jealous stepmother, but Hannah does not define herself by her troubles.  With the support of her loving and cagey grandmam, she makes her way into the world.  If you have read any of Berry’s other novels set in Port William you will enjoy being reunited with these familiar characters.

Heir Apparent by Vivian Vende Velde.  Giannine, our narrator, arrives at the virtual reality arcade, Rasmussem Gaming Center. There is a picket line (CPOC) in front of the shop protesting the vileness of gaming.  This becomes important because after Giannine is immersed in her chosen game, the equipment is damaged and she is locked in a medieval world of serfs, wicked queens, dragons and wizards.  She is not a very good player and is killed several times.  The problem is that she either must finish the game quickly or risk irreversible brain damage. 

Invisible by Pete Hautman. Another “loner” protagonist, Dougie, is obsessed with the model train world he has created and with the beautiful Melissa Haverman.  However, Dougie has a best friend who lives next door and they spend many nights talking to each other through their open bedroom windows.  His friend, Andy is a popular football player who shares a dark secret with Dougie.

Kit’s Law by Donna Morrissey.  12-year old Kit Pitman lives in a gully shack with feisty grandmother Lizzy and 

mentally retarded mother Josie in 1950’s Newfoundland.  After Lizzy dies local women join forces with the Rev. Ropson in a campaign to ship Kit and Josie away.   When Kit falls in love with the reverend’s son, Sid, the plot becomes even more compelling.

Leaving Protection by Will Hobbs. Sixteen-year old Robbie decides to join a fishing fleet to earn money for college.  He is young and although he has grown up in Alaska fishing all of his life on his father’s boat, the only job he can find is with Torsen who is more than cantankerous and prefers to fish alone.  Will soon learns that Torsen is fishing for more than commercial fish.  He is looking for treasure early Russian explorers left scattered  around the Alaskan shoreline.  There is a storm scene at the end which enhances the climax.  Well-crafted story.

The Supernaturalist  by Erin Colfer.  This story illustrates Capitalism gone wild.  The world is operated by corporate ownership.  Our narrator grows up in the Clarissa Frayne Institute for Parentally Challenged Boys.  They are forced to endure product testing and often die young.   Cosmo Hill manages to escape, is injured and finds a translucent blue creature on his chest beginning to feed.  He is rescued and taken in by a group of other young adults who can also “see” the creatures.  Their goal becomes ridding the world of these creatures who are sucking the life force out of the injured.  It is a dark world devoid of nurturing.  Change comes slowly.

Talk by Kathe Koja.  Closeted high schooler Kit Webster hopes to take a vacation from reality by accepting one of the leads in a school play called Talk.  Opposite Kit is popular drama queen Lindsay, who falls for him while they rehearse the play.  The themes of the play run parallel to the themes of the novel…repression, censorship, and free speech.

The Truth about Forever by Sarah Dressen.  The summer following her father’s death, Macy tries to fake her way to normalcy by always being in control, neat and tidy with a perfect boyfriend and a perfect job.  But a second job working for a carefree caterer turns her controlled life upside down.

Under the Jolly Roger: Being an Account of the Further Nautical Adventures of Jacky Faber (Bloody Jack Adventures) by Louis A. Meyer.  This is the third book in the series but it doesn’t seem to matter as Jacky can stand alone against anything!  Our girl Jacky finds herself pressed into service on a British Man-of-War as the only female.  She decides to be all business on this dastardly ship and through one episode after another eventually finds herself in command of the ship.  (Of course the captain had to die first.)  She eventually has to escape the ship but is given a Privateers license and the sets about to legally pirate the coast of France.

Where I Want To Be by Adele Griffin.   Two teenaged sisters, separated by death but still connected, work through their feelings of loss over the closeness they shared as children that was later destroyed by one’s mental illness, and finally make peace with each other.  The alternating narrative of the two sisters is a powerful vehicle for this story.

