Hobbs, Will

Crossing the Wire


Harper/Collins
    
2006

     Victor Flores is very sad to learn his best friend Rico is leaving their poor village in Mexico to cross the border to earn the good life.  Rico has saved $1500.00 in coyote money to get help through the border patrol.  Rico is counting on making it to his oldest brother’s home where he has been promised a job with the brother’s pool maintenance company.  Rico is convinced that everyone in the US has beautiful homes and fast cars.

      Victor sadly learns that his corn crop that supports his mother and sisters won’t be worth even planting this year.  He feels he has no choice to but also attempt to “cross the wire”, despite the fact that he has no coyote money or other contacts.  Victor experiences a variety of adventures, setbacks, and dangers in his attempts to get into the US.  When he eventually hooks up with Rico, who has been cheated out of his coyote money, the pair begin the dangerous journey together.

      This is another great adventure by Will Hobbs that will appeal to guys because of the dangers.  The subject of illegal aliens and what they are willing to risk in order to reach  the US is sensitively treated.

Morris, Gerald

The Lioness and Her Knight

Houghton/Mifflin    2005

     Another tale in the Squire’s Tales series, this story tells of Luneta, the daughter of King Arthur’s most boring knight.  Luneta is also bored and so is thrilled when she gets the opportunity to journey to her mother’s friend’s home with a stop by King Arthur’s court.  She is to be accompanied by her cousin, Ywain, who is seeking to upgrade his knight status by rescuing a damsel or some other such quest.  Along the way, the two of them meet up with an out of work jester, Rhience.  The threesome embarks on a number of adventures, not the least of which include Luneta’s discovery of her enchantress abilities (tutored by the infamous Morgan Le Faye) and acquisition of a lioness who becomes a pet/protector.

     I admit a particular love of any of the Arthur-related retellings.  Because this book has a strong protagonist in Luneta, I suspect this will be read more readily by girls.  However, there are enough joustings and magical feats that boys could be convinced to read the book.  There is a lot of humorous te-t’-te among the characters that adds another level to the players, along with some romance.  This is a winner. 

Johnson, Harriet McBryde
Accidents of Nature

Henry Holt & Co.   2006

         This story begins with a prologue that tells of a plain in South Caroline in which a camp was built but then neglected.  Particularly, the pine trees grew gnarled and misshapen because of the neglect.  Yet they survived.  This becomes the opening metaphore for this novel.  The trees do not survive because they are fit—they are considered “fit” because they survived.  

 Jean has cerebral palsy but has always attended regular school and had “normal” friends.  This summer she is attending Camp Courage or “Crip Camp” as they other campers call it.  Jean quickly meets up with Sara, a small girl with muscular dystrophy.  Sara has been coming to camp for years and knows all the ins and out.  Sara is a born instigator and protester.  Jean, on the other hand, has never experienced anything except being cared for, loved and going with the flow.  Through Sara’s political leanings, her weird biblical interpretations, and finally, a talent skit that spoofs the Jerry Lewis Telethon, Jean experiences life differently than she ever has before.

In this coming of age story with a definite twist, Jean comes to realize that she really IS different, that her fantasies of a normal, beautiful life may not be what she has always assumed.  But she is living proof, that despite a physical limitation, no one can take away a strong, loving, and hopeful spirit.  This book is frank and pulls no punches.  Reading about the author brings an interesting and added dimension of understanding to the story.

Winthrop, Elizabeth

Counting on Grace
Wendy Lamb Books   2006

     Grace and her friend, Arthur, are the two smartest students in their one-room school in 1910 Vermont.  Their town is a mill town where family members must work in the mill in order to get housing, charge accounts at the store, and other essential life items.  When the mill superintendent sends for Arthur, he begins hatching a plan to leave the mill life behind despite the fact that there is only him and his mother who will lose their living quarters.  Grace, on the other hand, embraces the idea of working in the mill and contributing to her family’s income.  Her pluck and pride are typical for many of the children working in the mills.  It’s basically all she has ever expected to do, despite her intelligence.

When Arthur’s first plan to escape the mill fails, he gets desperate enough to intentionally injure himself.  Even this fails to a degree until Miss Lesley, the school teacher, devises a plan to bring in the famous child labor photographer, Lewis Hine.  Both Arthur and Grace, who finally begins to see the injustices of child labor become co-conspirators to this plan by documenting their experiences in the mill.

Students will be horrified and indignant about the toils the children of the mills endure.  They will also be rooting for Arthur and Grace to rescue themselves and go on to achieve their potential.  They won’t be disappointed.    The hopeful but somewhat open ending will leave some unsatisfied, but may spur them to read more about the eventual end to child labor and the contribution that Lewis Hine made to the movement through his haunting photographs.

Warner, Sally

Twilight Child

Viking 
2006

     Twilight children are said to be those born precisely at that moment between day and night.  Because of this “betweenness” it is said that a twilight child has the gift to sense in between things.  Eleni did not choose to have this gift and is frankly very upset when she first discovers that she can talk with creatures such as fairies and brounies that no one else sees.  

Eleni has been living with a grandmotherly woman of the village because her mother is very ill and in a place that sounds like a hospital of sorts.    Eleni’s father is away at sea most of the time.  Despite these conditions, Eleni seems to have had a happy childhood, spending time with her friend Matias who left Helsinki with his mother after a rebellion.  One night a tontuu, a small creature who recognized Eleni’s twilight gifts visited with her and prophesized that she would soon be leaving Finland.  The tontuu’s predictions are soon fulfilled.   Eleni leaves Finland, having lost her mother and eventually loses or sea faring father.  She winds up in a Scottish town called Tobermory where she is befriended by a kind lady who takes in children with no parents.  She also learns to love another young girl there who is crippled but also shares some of the Eleni’s special gifts.  

Eleni wants to make Tobermary her home but her special gifts tell her there is something else, and perhaps someone else who will help her fulfill her destiny.

I wasn’t wild about this books although something kept me reading.  It will definitely appeal to those who love the while idea of pixies and fairies and brounies.  I did respect Eleni’s character and felt she was a strong heroine.  The hint of love and reuniting with her childhood friend Matias will appeal to those wanting a bit of romance.

Cushman, Karen
The Loud Silence of Francine Green
           Clarion              2006

     Francine Green is 13 years old, living near Hollywood in the year 1949.  She attends the very pious All Saints School for Girls and does everything her parents and the nuns tell her to do.  Although Francine longs to meet dreamy Montgomery Cliff and star in her own movie, about the most exciting thing she does is play Doris Day paper dolls with Mary Agnes Malone, aspiring nun.  (Mary Agnes doesn’t want to play red carpet movie premier.  Instead, she wants to turn her paper dolls into saints that must pluck out their eyeballs and become martyrs.  Isn’t this the game every good little Catholic school girl plays?)   Thus, is Francine’s life--until she meets Sophie Bowman.  She has known “of” Sophie for several years as just a girl down the street.  But now that Sophie is attending All Saints (because she got kicked out of public school) Francine is beginning to get a new kind of education—one of social consciousness. 

     Sophie’s father, you see, is a screen writer who mixes with friends who are part of the McCarthy investigation.  Sophie’s passion for the First Amendment, free speech, and protesting are new experiences, indeed new ideas for sheltered Francine.  This is a coming of age story of a very unique persuasion as Francine learns more about Pinks and Reds and bomb shelters and atom bombs, and most of all, the fact that she might have an opinion of her own about any and all of these things that an adult (not one in her family, of course, but among the fascinating people that visit Sophie’s house) might value.

        When I first started reading it, my thought was, “wow—this is no Catherine, Called Birdy or Midwife’s Apprentice.”  Also, I started having misgivings as to whether middle school girls, the best audience for this book, would understand many of the allusions to stars of the early 50s, as well as the whole Red Scare, Hollywood Blacklist, men being “swoony”, listening to radio shows, etc.  But the scariest thing of all was when I realized that, like Catherine and Midwife’s Apprentice, this book would fall into the category of historical fiction and I lived through some of that history!  But, this book is a wonderful story of friendship, maturation, and family ties in a time where despite the magic of Hollywood, newfangled TV, a decent economy and close-knit families, for many the world still didn’t feel safe.  This would make a great read aloud and prompt very interesting discussion.

Michael J. Ortiz
Swan Town:  The Secret Journal of Susanna Shakespeare

Harper Collins Publishers



2006

     The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree in the case of William Shakepeare’s oldest daughter, Susanna.  She longs to write plays and perform on the stage, despite the fact that females performers simply do not exist.  She tries to assuage her need to write by keeping a journal of the events of her day and her thoughts surrounding those events.  Most of her time is spent helping with household chores and tending to daily tasks to help her mother run the household in her father’s absence.  Her father, of course, is off in London writing and performing, and best of all, watching the infamous Globe Theatre spring up.

     Susanna’s cousin, Edmund, her father’s brother is only 3 years older than Susanna, but is also in London getting to experience the excitement of being an actor.  Edmund is very close to the family, and while you know this early, there is no way to predict the role he will ultimately play and the sacrifice he will make to help his brother’s family.

     Susanna and her sister eventually get to go to London to visit, and Susanna finagles a way to get her and sister Judith onto the stage as performers, acting out a prologue that Susanna herself has penned.  While her intention is to challenge the audience to be free thinkers, the plot of her performance is misinterpreted by the audience as treason to the Queen.  This begins a series of events in the playhouse that threaten the very existence of the Shakepeare’s stage as well as his family.

     Readers who are intrigued by Shakespeare and this time period will find this book an entertaining read.  The hint of romance for Susanna (Romeo and Juliet style—her suitor is a Puritan after all!) will add additional salt.  I found the exclamatory remarks that were  interjected to be bloody annoying at times, (crafty calf’s head! troll’s alive! king of codpieces! rawboned garlic eaters!) but perhaps were sustaining the teenage language of the time.   Is this the Shakesperian equivalent of “Oh Snap!?”

Ian Whybrow

The Unvisibles

Holiday House Book
2003

     This is an older copyright that I just couldn’t resist mentioning just because it is so middle school.   The lunch conversation at the all freshman school where I teach often centers on how students, particularly many of the boys, are still just big dumb 8th graders at the beginning of the freshman year.  I can echo this philosophy by the fact that many of the freshman boys, new to my library, ask for funny books.  It has to be short and humorous.  This book fulfills both of those qualities.

     Oliver Gaspar is the “and son” of his father’s pine furniture story.  They also deal in antiques and curiosities.  During one particular delivery, Oliver and his father come into possession of some curiosities which include an old magazine that has a chant and spell to make yourself invisible.  Lo and behold, it works!  Oliver finds this extremely entertaining for a while, getting back at bullies and even causing a teacher to knock himself in the head.  But when Oliver himself starts getting elbowed on the bus, almost gets caught in the closing doors and then nearly run over, he decides he’s had enough.

     Enter Nicky Chew—a fellow 7th grader—smart, quiet, knows how to keep a low profile.  Oliver manages to enlist Nicky’s help in watching out for Oliver until he can reverse the spell.  After all, they’re BOTH sort of invisibles, but not exactly.  Thus, they become the UN-visibles.

      The rest of the book is their romping adventure to recover the magazine with the spell and its reverse.  Yes, the magazinewas thrown out!  The adventure molds a very unlikely and ultimately a very complimentary friendship.  Despite the very British tone of this book (the boys are “mates’, not friends, etc.), this will definitely appeal to middle school boys.  After all, what boy (even a big dumb 8th grader) has not imagined what it would be like to be invisibile, or even unvisible!

Catherine Gilbert Murdock

Dairy Queen

Houghton Mifflin
2006

     D. J. Swenk has spent her entire life on a dairy farm in Red Bend, Wisconsin.  It has been a wholesome way to grow up and D. J. has never really questioned much of anything concerning her family—like why her little brother Curtis never really talks much.  Or why her two older college age brothers have had a falling out with her father. Or why her mother is working two jobs as both a teacher and a school administrator, or why she is having to take up so much of the slack on the farm. 

      But her lack of questioning and just accepting goes even further, at least for while, when their family friend who happens to be the football coach at D. J.’s rival high school sends the quarterback to work on the Swenk family farm.  Brian, the football player, and DJ don’t exactly hit it off at first.  Not only does Brian not want to work on the farm, but he is even more insulted when the coach asks D.J. to be Brian’s trainer.  This odd relationship leads to a number of developments for both DJ and Brian and, in fact their families.  The coup de gras is when DJ decides that after training all summer herself, she wants to try out for her own school’s football team.

     This is a many layered book that would appeal to middle schoolers based on the surface story and the underlying tension of love/hate between Brian and DJ.  Other than a couple of swear words and reference to DJ’s brother being “caught in the barn in a compromising situation”, there is nothing objectionable for middle school.  On a high school level, there is so much more to be appreciated as Brian and DJ in essence become therapists for one another in sorting out family dynamics, changing friendships (DJ discovers her life-long friend Amber is a lesbian—this is not fully developed) but most of all, that scary prospect of finding out who you really are and what you might become.  

King of the Pygmies

Jonathan Scott Fuqua

Candlewick Press   2005

     Penn hears voices and sometimes he can read minds.  His uncle Hewitt, the former town sheriff, now town drunk and target of gossip, says Penn has Pygmy Syndrome.   Uncle Hewitt should know, he has had it since he was a teenager, too.  But he thinks Penn has special gifts that few other pygmies have ever possessed.  Penn has confided in Uncle Hewitt that he has taken sorrow from others and internalized it to make others feel better.  Uncle Hewitt says the sorrow in Penn will abate but he will have done good.

     By and large, Penn appears to be just another 15 year old boy, attending school, delivering his newspapers, getting acquainted with Daisy, a new girl at his school, helping out with his older brother Mattie who lives at home and his mildly retarded.  The family dynamic seems fairly normal—caring, middle class parents who love their children and want the best for them.  When they become aware of Penn’s voices, however, the caring reaches a new level of concern, particularly because Penn’s mother is a mental health worker all too familiar with psychosis and schizophrenia.  Penn is ultimately torn between his keen need to believe uncle Hewitt’s explanation of the voices and the fear, despite wanting to be well, that his mother will insist he get treatment for being mentally ill.  When Uncle Hewitt asks Penn to come and meet another Pygmie friend to explain and even more to confirm that Pygmie syndrome exists, Penn puts his mental health and his hope for his future on the line.

     I am not sure that this is a book that a middle schooler would just pick off the shelf on his own.  It addresses the idea of schizophrenia in teens and adults, and the fact that sometimes this runs in families,  in a fairly non-clinical and very sympathetic manner.  I was fairly intrigued by this book and it was well-written, but it would probably take a book talk or some other type of  “sell” about the idea of the paranormal to get it into the hands of readers.

Adele Griffin

My Almost Epic Summer
G.P. Putnam’s Sons    2006

     Irene has big dreams, mostly of having her own hair salon in LA.  She keeps a meticulously drawn notebook of “heroine hair styles” that will serve as her inspiration when she is famous.  Her dreams take a slight turn, however, when she can’t even keep a job shampooing hair in her own mother’s salon—something about shampoo in the eyes.  

     Instead, she ends up babysitting her mother’s friend’s children for the summer.  Their almost daily excursions to the local beach cause Irene to meet Tara Malloy, alias Starla, a lifeguard who is drop dead gorgeous and seems to mesmerize everyone she meets.  At least those of the younger persuasion.  Irene and even the children she babysits seem to fall under Starla’s spell.  But Starla has a dark side, most openly when she is mourning the loss of her boyfriend, D.  Irene is terrified when Starla drags her into shoplifting from the gift shop where D. works as well as keying D’s car in the parking lot.  The plot definitely thickens (as much as this one can) when Irene discovers that D is actually Drew Fuller, a boy that she knew in 6th grade as a fellow geek reader.  They had found comraderie in their common nerdiness, but Drew, “D”, is anything but that now!

     This is a fun read that will appeal to girls. There are certainly some ideas explored regarding mother-daughter relationships, ways that teenagers can spring from that caterpiller stage and fly, bur most of all, how teens can get drawn in to being used and abused by other teens who strangely have charisma, but you don’t really know why.  Griffin manages to address this subtly, but perhaps so subtly that the less introspective teenage girl might miss it.  Regardless, the cover is attractive and the story inside is entertaining.    

Kathleen Benner Duble
The Sacrifice

Margaret McElderry Books   2005

     This story opens with the main character, Abigail, doing time in the stocks for 6 hours.  She is a free-spirited young girl, or as free spirited as one might get in1692 in Andover, Massachusetts.  Abby is being punished for hiking her skirts while running a race against her brother.  Most unseemly conduct!  Abby is one of 5 children and it is quickly learned that Mama is expecting.  All of the children old enough to contribute work hard at their chores, some more willingly that others—Paul grouses at every assignment while Abigail knows better than to grumble aloud.  She just daydreams about running free rather than mending, washing and tending to the garden.  Sister Dorothy is much more compliant.  The family does their part to keep everything together because their father is prone to “fits” that leave him confused and sometimes bedridden for days.  Father hears voices, too.  Thus, there is a hint that the father is going to bring some sort of accusation to the family in this time of escalating witch trials.

     The bit of foreshadowing takes an interesting turn, however, when Mama becomes ill and has a fever.  When her daughters are seen by their “maid”  a young girl named Sarah who the Faulkners had kept on despite much criticism to do the girl a favor, the pot begins to brew, so to speak.  Abigail and Dorothy are able to calm their mother’s fever leading Sarah to proclaim that they are witches.  They are led away to the prison in Salem where, because their family has some money, they are able to join their Aunt Elizabeth who has already been accused in posher quarters.  They get straw to sleep on (lice infested), a thin blanket to share and some food every day if they behave themselves.

     When they are eventually brought to trial, their mother hatches a plan that she believes will allow her daughters to go free.  This plan will involve a great risk and sacrifice on the part of their mother.  All goes well, until Abigail, once again, refuses to let her free spirit be beaten by accusations, prison or even the threat of hanging.

     This is a short, quickly read book that middle schoolers will love.  There is a continuing fascination with the Salem witchcraft trials and while there is not as much depth as The Witch of Blackbird Pond and some others, the subject matter and unfolding of the Faulker family’s trials will not disappoint.

Sarah Weeks

Jumping the Scratch

Laura Geringer Books
    2006

     Jamie Reardon is trying to adjust to his new school.  He has always heard bad things come in 3s, so he figures things should be looking up after his cat, Mister, dies, his father takes off with a cashier at MicroMart, and his favorite aunt, Sapphy, has an accident at the cherry factory where she works.  The accident leaves aunt Sapphy with some memory problems—she can’t remember things that just happened, but some memories she plays over and over like a stuck Frank Sinatra record.  Jamie hopes that after he and his mother come to live with aunt Sapphie that his 3 bad things are over and he can help Sapphy’s mind “jump the scratch”.

     As if life hasn’t been bad enough with bullies picking on him at his new school, who tries to befriend him but weird Audrey Krouch, who lives in the same trailer park.  Audrey unnerves Jamie because she claims to have ESP and in fact, does seem to know all too much about him—even his secret about lining up the empty cherry cans around him at night when he goes to bed.  Eventually, Audrey convinces Jamie that she can hypnotize him.  Jamie actually does go under to a degree where he confronts the event that negates the bad things happening in 3s.  In fact,  since shortly after Jamie and his mother came to live with aunt Sapphy, Jamie has been holding a terrible secret—the 4th bad event.  Ironically, confiding this horrible memory to Sapphy unlocks her memory problems—they both are able to jump the scratch.

     This story is rich in characters and this would be a great read aloud as well as a book to mine during a literature circle.

Lois Lowry

Gossamer

Houghton Mifflin
2006

     Lois Lowry has done it again in my opinion in this short, beautiful tale where she makes every word, every page evoke a strong image.  The story centers on the character Littlest, who is, in the beginning in training to learn to collect memories.  Once this skill is honed, Littlest then gets to bestow dreams using the pleasant memories she has collected.  Littlest is a quick study and has a natural gift for bestowing.

     The chapters jockey between Littlest practicing her craft and the story of an old woman who is never named.  The woman has dreams bestowed on her of a young soldier who never returned to her.  It’s just her and her dog, Toby, until she takes in little John, who has been removed from his biological parents.  John is a very angry young man and Littlest and her tutor have major work ahead of them to gather enough good memories to help angry John have good dreams.  They are also being challenged by the Horde, beings of the same nature who bestow nightmares.  We also learn, through both the dream bestowers and the Horde, something of John’s mother and the issues that haunt her sleep as she tries to regain her child. 

     This is a tender, thought-provoking allegory about good, evil, growth,  abiding love, and hope.  For me, it was one of those books that, as I read the last word, made me give that satisfying “ahhhh”.  However, I suspect that due to the ethereal nature of the story, it might take some selling for middle school.  The idea of the angry, abused foster child will certainly be the angle to capture their interest.  Once they are taken in, I think it will be a hit.

Avi
Crispin:  At the Edge of the World

Hyperion
2006

     Crispin, now having found his real name and at least parts of his identity, is ready to seek his new found freedom along with his “savior”, burly father figure, philosopher, Bear.  Because of Bear’s past, however, finding freedom isn’t an easy path.  Crispin and Bear are quickly pursued and must seek refuge with an odd old women name Auth when Bear is injured.  Auth is a back woods healer/midwife, whom many suspect is a witch.  She has a young girl who was orphaned and has a cleft palate, which prevents her from speaking, or at least plainly.  Auth is called into the closest village where she is to assist in a birth.  When the mother and the baby die due to complications, Auth is attacked by the villagers and killed.  Crispin knows they will come after Troth next, so Bear,Crispin and Troth escape to once again seek freedom.

     Once again, Avi has crafted a thrilling story that leads us through history, religion, philosophy while creating strong characters that stay with us after the last page.  In the exciting climax to this book, the second of a planned trilogy, Crispin, Bear and Troth are led into a group of Englishman that have quit fighting France but are freelancing mercenaries out for their own power. After the trio witnesses the group attacking and looting a small, innocent village, they desperately want to escape but see no way out.  In the mercenaries’ next evil plan, Troth is to become bait to loot a church and plunder its village.  This leads to a breath-taking but woeful finish to the story as Crispin and Troth must heed the words of Bear, ever the philosopher, who often tells them, “Freedom is not merely to be, but to choose.”  This one’s definitely a keeper.

Candie Moonshower

The Legend of Zoey

Delacorte      2006

     Zoey is a typical middle schooler, caught up in present day, it’s all about me, with typical angst but added stress and sorrow as she sees her parents’ marriage dissolving.  She certainly cares nothing about her Native American heritage and in fact, seems a little ashamed of it.  The class trip she is getting ready to take to Reelfoot Lake in western Tennessee only has appeal because it is a class trip—God forbid that her mother or her grandma Cope chaperone—Grandma Cope would be all into telling about growing up near the lake and her insights on the Native American legends surrounding the very existence of the lake and the earthquakes in 1811 that created it.  Zoey dodges the chaperone bullet, thank goodness!

      In somewhat alternating chapters, while Zoey is journaling her middle school angst, we are also fed the journal of Prudence, living in Tennessee in1811.  Prudence lives in a rural area with her parents, but her father is often gone for weeks at a time ministering to Indian tribes in the area, much to her mother’s disapproval.  Not only does his absence work a hardship on Prudence and her mother, but her mother still harbors fears and prejudice about these people she does not understand.

     Zoey’s trip gets caught in a major earthquake, sending Zoey back in time to 1811 with Prudence and her mother.  The local tribe of Chickasaws with their leader Kalopin, urge them to go west to escape the impending disaster.  Zoey happens to have a history book that confirms Kalopin’s prophecy.  As Zoey and the Keeler women try to seek safety, Zoey learns firsthand of her real heritage.  Twists of fate also lead her to discover relationships with Kalopin and his people.  Not sure if I found this satisfying or contrived.

     Middle schoolers will probably like this book because Zoey is a believable character who gets to have an adventure independent of parents and is a hero to boot.  The journaling aspect is often a selling point to some readers.  References to trying to reach Kentucky might also have some appeal in this area.

     (Author’s explanation at end of family story—does it help?)

Alex Bradley

24 Girls in 7 Days

Dutton Books       2005

     Jack Grammar is a pretty ordinary high school senior, caught up in graduation and college plans.  He is slightly geeky and works part-time at Barnes and Noble, not a real typical after school job for most guys.  His love life is pretty sad and when he can’t get a date for the prom, his “friends” set up a plan to help him out—a personal ad in the high school newspaper/website.  Suddenly, Jack is the man.  He has to narrow the list to 24 girls whom he will date in 7 days.

     This is a story that exponentially grew on me as I reviewed the book the second time.  As Jack proceeds through his dates, we get to experience every type of girl who exists in a high school setting, but never did I get the feeling they were stereotyped.  Likewise, the dynamics of long time friendships and the changes that are eminent when kids are seniors is realistically explored.  All the time Jack is frantically “dating”, he is receiving e-mails from Fancypant, who seems to know him better than anyone—including his close friends who set all this up.  He is intrigued by this person and feels that perhaps this is his true soulmate.   Woven through the story is his quest to solve the Fancypants mystery as well as a plot concerning his best friend, Percy’s aging, ailing grandparents.  These seeming “side bar” plots come together satisfyingly at the end of the story.

     This book won’t win any awards, but readers will be better having gotten to meet Jack Grammar.  Jack is exactly the kind of boy every mother would want her daughter to end up marrying, but this book pulls no punches about the fact that he’s not what high schoolgirls typically choose.  The author Bradley has keen insight about teenagers of both sexes and he has brought them together in a wonderfully readable, wholesome enjoyable book that can be enjoyed by middle school and high school readers.    Other than a very few hells or damns, it was refreshing to read a book where teenagers were not throwing the f-bomb around in everyday conversation and who were respectful of adults in their lives.  Sadly, we have quit recognizing that these are the majority of the kids we see every day.

Graham Salisbury
Eyes of the Emporer        Wendy Lamb Books     2005

     Eddie Okubu had just turned 16 that summer, living on the island of Hawaii.  He and his younger brother help his father, still very Japanese, build boats.  Eddie was born on the island of Hawaii and, like his best friends, Chik and Cobra, feel their loyalties to the USA—the are, after all US citizens.  These cultural loyalties are challenged with the Japanese bomb Pearl Harbor.  Eddie enlists with the US to join his friends who had ready been drafted.  Despite their loyalty and pride of being US soldiers, as Japanese-Americans, they are treated very differently than other soldiers.  As Cobra puts it, “to them we all look like Hirohito.  To them, we have the Eyes of the Emporer.

     After basic training and a few short-term stints, still here in the US, a group of the Japanese-Americans, including Eddie, his hometown friends and Lt. Kondo, who had been their shop teacher at school, end up being sent to Cat Island.  This obscure island is off the coast of Louisiana and is uninhabited—a perfect setting for the secret mission for which the group is being trained.  Eddie and friends think it is rather suspicious when they ask questions about this mission and even Lt. Kondo, their trusted teacher, cannot look them in the eye.  They were becoming part of an experimental program, supported by President Roosevelt, where the US was testing the hypothesis that the Japanese smelled differently than Americans. In this little known shameful chapter of our history, these loyal Japanese-Americans were used as bait to train canines to attack Japanese. 

     Graham Salisbury has once again brought to life an historical adventure that will appeal to middle and even high school boys that love reading about war.  The story is not sugar-coated in any way—and is extremely sympathetic to the Japanese-Americans caught up in this difficult tug of war, literally and figuratively.

Tony Abbott

Firegirl

Little Brown & Company
2006

     Everything changes in Tom’s 7th grade, Catholic school class when Jessica Feeney shows up.  Up to now, Tom spends most days after school with his friend, Jeff, exploring Jeff’s comic book collection, snacking, doing goofy 7th grade things, dreaming about Courtney, the most beautiful girl in his class.  Why does everything change?  Because Jessica Feeney is horribly disfigured by severe burns—so disfigured that no one can even bear to look at her, much less befriend her.  There are days that Jessica is not in school because she is getting treatments at a nearby hospital.  This is the reason her family has moved there in the first place.  The whole class breathes a silent sigh of relief when they do not have to consider how to approach Jessica, but nevertheless the rumors fly about the fire.  These rumors escalate when Jessica drops a picture that shows a beautiful girl, dressed in tennis clothes along with a loving father—the one who drops Jessica at school each day.  Jessica says this is her sister who died.  Rumors abound.  Tom is particularly upset with his friend, Jeff, who is merciless about Jessica and seems to only get meaner about her the more he has to go to NYC to visit with his Dad and Dad’s live-in girlfriend. 

     But one who is never relaxed or relieved is Tom—he can’t get Jessica out of his mind and can’t seem to muster up the courage to even talk to her, much less become her friend.  When Mrs. Tracy, the teacher, learns that Tom lives near Jessica she very matter of factly asks Tom to deliver some homework and a textbook.  This opens the door to Tom wherein he can at least break the ice.  He eventually learns the truth about the fire and Jessica’s sometimes odd way of coping with her disfigurement.  Tom learns a few things about himself and what he values, too—including family, opportunities and most of all who makes a good friend.  

      Middle schoolers will like the length and pace of this story.  Hopefully they will empathize and give thought to someone they might know with some type of disability.  Abbott manages to get this across without ever feeling preachy. 

Dan Gutman

The Million Dollar Putt

Hyperion Books    2006

     Edward “Bogey” Bogard can do anything he puts his mind to.  This is a lesson he was taught long ago by his Dad, when Bogie, as a 3 year old, was gradually beginning to lose his sight.  Thus, his blindness hasn’t stopped him from riding a bike, playing air hockey, jet skiing, or playing the guitar—some of his most favorite things.  He even manages to get the best of Hunter, a guy at school who likes to make Bogey the butt of many of his jokes.  When Hunter and some of his friends challenge Bogey to go to the driving range with them one day, Bogey finds out he can really swing a club.  Or at least that’s what he thinks until his dad convinces him they were swindling him by just telling him he hit the ball the farthest.

     Enter Birdie, a girl next door who has been watching Bogey every day for some time when he comes home and sits in his favorite tree to play his guitar.  Another bit of humor in this story—her name is Birdie because she has parents who do nothing but bird watch and this is essentially what she has been doing “bogey watching” in his tree.  After discovering 2 sets of golf clubs in the basement (strange, because Bogie’s dad insists he doesn’t play golf),  Bogey and Birdie strike up a friendship and sneak onto a golf course where they discover Bogie really can play.  

     Their friendship develops on other levels as she becomes his coach by reading Golf for Dummies and he challenges her to get out there and do something exciting—like learn to ride a bike!  The story comes to a climax when someone enters Bogey into a youth golf tournament with a million dollar prize.  Not only is Bogey surprised when he learns who entered him in the contest, but he also learns of the connection between his father’s claim he doesn’t play and Bogey’s mothers’ death when he was 4 years old.  Can a blind golfer with an inexperienced coach really win the million?

     Dan Gutman has discovered a winning formula with his series of “Million Dollar” books.  There is everything a middle school boy looks for in a book—it’s short, it’s funny, it has lots of dialogue that sounds just like the way he talks, it has jokes that are made at the expense of others, it has bullies, risky behaviors, revenge and a great ending.  Million Dollar Putt scores a hole in one!

