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Dark Waters by Catherine MacPhail

Family Loyalty/Honesty

Bloomsbury USA Children’s Books, 2003, 176 pp., $15.95 ISBN: 1-58234-846-4

Col McCann—known by the entire town because of the vicious actions of his father
and older brother—struggles with the decision of being the local town hero or follow-
ing his family name and becoming a nuisance to the society.

Col has just helped his brother, Mungo, escape trouble with the police by providing
him an alibi for some unknown crime he committed. While visiting his favorite hang-
out, the loch, Col risks his own life attempting to save a young boy named Dominique
from drowning when the ice cracks underneath him. Now in Dominique’s family’s
good graces, Col must deal with his brother’s dislike for the attention it has brought to
him and his family.

After he learns of Mungo’s crimes against his own friends—crimes he was unknow-
ingly an accomplice to—Col struggles with the decision of being loyal to his family or
doing the right thing and correcting the wrongs that have been done.

Fault Line by Janet Tashjian

Comedians/Dating/Abused Women

Henry Holt & Company, 2003, 246 pp., $16.95 ISBN: 0-8050-7200-4

At 17, Becky Martin is a high school senior with aspirations of becoming a comedian. With her
best friend, Abby, Becky performs stand-up at a local comedy club in San Francisco, striving to
connect with her audience, perfect her act, and make it big on the comedy scene.

After one of her performances, Becky meets Kip Costello, a fellow amateur comedian, and the
two connect through their shared talent. The relationship takes an intense turn, and Becky
begins to isolate herself from friends and family. Facing the demands of school, college appli-
cations, two jobs, and her future in comedy, Becky attempts to balance her life with her
feelings for Kip, becoming dependent upon him in the process. When the relationship turns
emotionally and physically abusive, Becky is forced to rely on her own instincts to turn away
from Kip.

The novel grants readers a glimpse into the thought processes of Kip and Becky, the abuser
and the abused, as well as the resounding effects of such relationships upon friends and
family. Though Becky’s pursuit of a career in comedy frames the subject matter, the topic of

The Chicken House, 2003, 318 pp., $15.95 ISBN: 0-439-45696-7

Alone in the world, separated from true friends, and isolated by his parents, Felix
struggles with a heart condition that threatens his life. Torn between life and death,
Felix and his parents set out to Costa Rica in search of a chance for life. Against his
parents’ wishes, he escapes briefly to view the Great Divide (where the Atlantic and
Pacific oceans split) only to discover himself in a world unlike any he has ever known
before.

In a mythical world where legends live and humans don’t exist, Felix discovers many
magical and amazing creatures fascinated by science but living in a world of magic. He
is led on an adventure beyond his dreams as he and his new friends search to find him
a cure. Lost in the challenge of a mythical world, Felix is faced with the chance to
discover something greater than his cure, and he begins to see the hope to a brighter
future.
Amy Young
Mesa, AZ

Rickey Kishbaugh abuse in teenage relationships remains serious and important for all young adults.
Phoenix, AZ Amanda Humphrey
Tempe, AZ
The Divide by Elizabeth Kay Fantasy/Adventure Finding My Hat by John Son Coming of Age

Orchard Books, 2003, 185 pp., $16.95 ISBN: 0-439-43538-2

Have you ever felt like your family is different than everyone else’s? Jin-Han Park has.

Young Jin-Han is a first generation Korean American immigrant. Not only do Jin-Han’s
parents speak a different language at home than he speaks in public, but they look
different, act different, and eat different foods than everyone else. In Finding My Hat,
we follow Jin-Han through his battles in kindergarten all the way through his years in
junior high school where he quite humorously discovers girls.

Jin-Han’s story is that of a young boy dealing with the many hardships and triumphs
life seems to throw at him. Finding My Hat is told with grace and style, while still
addressing many difficult issues including the tragic death of his mother.

Young adult readers will be quick to engage in Jin-Han’s story.
Stephanie Rips
Tempe, AZ
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Keeper of the Night by Kimberly Willis Holt Suicide/Depression/Self-mutilation

Henry Holt and Company, 2003, 308 pp., $16.95 ISBN 0-8050-6361-7

Keeper of the Night is set in Guam, and the beauty of this setting stands in contrast with
its subject matter. The book opens with the suicide of Isabel’s mother and traces the
paths of Isabel and her family toward recovery. As the oldest daughter, Isabel assumes
responsibility for her father, her brother, and her sister, and she watches helplessly as
they each descend into their grief. Her father throws himself into his work, ignoring his
children. Brother Frank’s anger eventually leads to self-mutilation, and her younger
sister, Olivia, suffers from nightmares.

Kimberly Willis Holt skillfully weaves local legends and folklore into Isabel’s story. In a
series of very short chapters, we clearly see her frustration with her inability to help
herself and her family.

Perhaps best suited for middle-grade readers, Keeper of the Night is a gentle and com-
pelling exploration of the effects of depression on one family.

F. Todd Goodson

Manhattan, KS

Leaving Protection by Will Hobbs Fiction/Alaska Fishing Adventure

HarperCollins Children’s Books, 2004, 192 pp., $15.99 ISBN: 0-688-17475-2

Born in a floathouse on the back bay of Port Protection, Alaska, 16-year-old Robbie McDaniel
needs to earn money. He hops a ride to the fishing village of Craig in hopes of finding work as a
deck hand on a fishing boat. After finding no opportunities, he finds a job with Tor Torgensen on
The Storm Petrel. At first, they are highly successful at catching King Salmon, the most lucrative of
the fish in season. Then a lull sets in, and Robbie finds out that, in addition to fishing, Tor is also
searching for plaques buried by Nikolai Rezanov of the Russian-American Company who in-
tended to claim parts of Alaska for Russia. When not fishing, Tor is an antique dealer, and he has
come into possession of Rezanov’s journal, which details where the plaques were buried. The
plaques are valuable, and by finding and selling them, Tor can secure his retirement. During the
fishing lull, Tor becomes obsessed with the search for the plaques, and Robbie worries that Tor
may not go back to port. In the end, an intense change in the weather and the accompanying
storm push the story in roller-coaster fashion to the exciting conclusion.

Stylistically, Hobbs wastes no words, and the intensity created by the tight word choice convinces

me that fishing for King Salmon could be the highlight of anyone’s life. As usual, Hobbs integrates

the results of the meticulous, historical research that he always does and, as a result, enhances the

narrative flow. Robbie as a responsible young adult decision-maker is an excellent role model for
young adults. This is a fine book in the Hobbs tradition.

Edgar H. Thompson

Abingdon, Virginia

The Last Mall Rat by Erik E. Esckilsen Coming of Age/Courage

Houghton Mifflin Company, 2003, 182 pp., $15.00 ISBN 0-618-23417-9

Mitch Grant is 15 years old and looking to make some money. Too young to get a job
legally, he accepts money from salespeople at the mall to get revenge on rude custom-
ers by harassing them in the parking lot. Mitch’s world quickly spins out of control as
his services become highly demanded by the salespeople, and Mitch recruits his three
closest friends to help him with his business. As exaggerated rumors begin to fly through
the small community about the teen’s activities, the community becomes terrified to go
to the mall and puts pressure on the police to take action against the teenagers. The
police place full blame for the teen’s real and imagined activities on Mitch’s best friend,
because of his troubled past. Mitch must find the courage to confess his role in the mall
harassment or allow his friend to take the fall alone.

The story takes the reader on a journey with Mitch as he makes one faulty decision that
leads to an uncontrollable disaster. Mitch, along with the reader, learns that facing the
consequences of his actions and doing the right thing are important parts of growing up.
Tracy McHugh

Gilbert, AZ

Midnight Blue by Pauline Fisk Fantasy

Bloomsbury. 2003, 250 pp., $16.95 ISBN: 1582348294

A young girl named Bonnie stows away on a neighbor’s mystical hot air balloon in an attempt to
escape her wicked grandmother. She comes to ground in the “land beyond the sky,” a parallel
universe complete with a mirror image of herself as well as alternate versions of everyone she
knows.

Although this world is similar in many respects to the world she left behind, it is also somehow
different. Here Bonnie finds the family she always dreamed of. Her mother has become the mature
adult Bonnie needs and the absentee father has been replaced with the caring Michael. It is a
magical world and proves to be everything Bonnie has wished for, yet there is also something very
wrong. There is an evil that Bonnie must confront. There is a darkness in the “land beyond the
sky.” Bonnie soon realizes she has brought this darkness to the mystical land.

Bonnie does not want to leave, but she knows she must or those she loves will perish. With the

help of her friend, “the shadow boy,” Bonnie again boards the hot air balloon, but this time she

goes home. When she arrives, she realizes her selfless actions in the parallel world have had some
effect on her original world, as well.

Simon Baumkratz

Custer, S.D.
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The Night Spies by Kathy Kacer. Edited by Sarah Silberstein Swartz Holocaust

Second Story Press, 2003, 197 pp., $5.95

How would you like to live in a space the size of your closet? For Max, Gabi, and her mother, this
is a reality. Germany’s horrible dictator, Adolph Hitler, forces them into hiding in a dark, damp,
cold barn where they live among animals.

Gabi and Max are two determined adolescents caught in the middle of World War II. During this
time being Jewish meant living in concentration camps, hard labor, unbearable conditions, and,
in most cases, death. This family finds a way to stay alive in hiding through the good graces of
others—a priest, a family friend, and a gracious farmer. As any teens would, Gabi, Max, and their
newfound friend Eva become curious about the war; they want to help. Sneaking out in the night,
they dive head first into a new kind on danger they never knew before—the Nazi soldiers.

When they find an anti-Nazi group hiding in the forest, they realize just because they are young
does not mean they cannot make a difference. But will the Nazi’s catch them? Will they be found
in their hiding place? Will they starve to death? Or will they see the possibility of a brighter future
once the war is over?

Like most adventures, this thrilling story is written with suspense; it has its ups and downs. The

reader is left guessing what will happen each time Max, Gabi, and Eva go out for another danger-
ous journey. This wonderful story is based on real events and real characters.

Tiffany Thornton

Dallas, TX

The She by Carol Plum-Ucci

Mystery

Harcourt Books, 2003, 280 pp., $17.00 ISBN: 0-15-216819-2

After his parents were killed at sea, 9-year-old Evan Barrett and his older brother move
away from their seaside home in West Hook to live with their Aunt Mel in the city and
escape painful memories. Now 17, Evan is a popular prankster at his private Catholic
high school, but he is forced to revisit the past when he is asked to help a classmate
confront memories of her own boating accident. In helping his classmate, Evan is
drawn back to West Hook where his theory, that his parents were swallowed by a
mythical sea witch known as The She, is challenged by his brother’s research and a
Drug Enforcement Agency investigation. When everything he thought he knew about
his parents is threatened and nobody but an emotionally unstable girl and a mysterious
Vietnam veteran believe him, Evan is forced to decide once and for all if he will be able
to confront The She and accept the truth about his parents.

This story touches on the alienation many teens feel from their parents and peers, and

readers will be captivated by the vibrant characters, realistic relationships, and mystery
throughout the novel.

Ashley Marrinan-Levy

Tempe, AZ

The Ravenmaster’s Secret by Elvira Woodruff Bullying/Adventure

Scholastic Press, 2003, 240 pp., $15.95

“Chores, chores and more chores,” Forrest complained (p.1), a very typical phrase we hear from
young and not-so-young people. The Ravenmaster’s Secret is one truly interesting story that will
keep your eyes glued on each page to find out what happens to 11-year old Forrest Harper. He is
the son to one of the Tower’s guards (Yeoman Warders), who lives in a small cottage tucked in the
outer walls of the Tower of London.

ISBN 0-439-28133-4

In the beginning of the story, Forrest complains about nearly everything. He wants to go outside
the Tower to prove his courage—where no bullies will make fun of him and he can explore
different worlds. His daily chores include taking care of ravens kept in the Tower to prevent them
from leaving; it is believed that when the ravens leave the Tower, the Tower will fall into the
enemy’s hands. The position requires a responsible, patient, steadfastness, and keen-eyed person
who can gain their trust and understand their ways.

Forrest seems to be the perfect candidate for the job. But the curiosity for exploring the world with
his best friend, Rat, just seems to be getting further and further away. His great adventures in
London’s most feared prison do not satisfy his hunger for adventure until he meets Maddy, a
Scottish 11-year-old rebel imprisoned in the tower. After learning about the unfairness of his king,
Forrest is confused about his destiny. Should he commit treason by helping Maddy escape? Or

Scholastic, 2001, 129 pp, $4.99

Adventure
ISBN: 0439164567

Shipwreck by Gordon Korman

Forced to live and work together, six children fight through daily chores, arguments, disappoint-
ments and frustrations as they try to survive on this long, strange, terrifying adventure. Luke, J.J,
Will, Lyssa, Charla, and Ian earned this trip by being mischievous or unruly; their parents had
enough and did not know what else to do. This trip’s purpose is to give them a second chance.
The boat trip is guided by two men, the captain, James Cascadden, and the first mate, Mr. Radford.
The children live in close conditions and become the crew of the ship. The captain teaches them
lessons, and the mate guides them throughout their daily chores and activities. Each of the char-
acters has his or her own unique problems and abilities, but they all agree on one thing: They do
not want to be on this ship headed out to sea.

Throughout the story, the children face life or death decisions. Both their captain and the first
mate abandon them on a sinking ship with no food and no hope. The lessons they learn are
numerous; they are forced to swallow their grudges and work together.

This novel is an enjoyable look into what can happen to six children who need direction and are
sent on a journey to reshape their lives. Little did they know they would end up shipwrecked on
an island with nothing but a glimmer of hope.

Nicole August

should he obey the law and allow his innocent friend to be executed? Tempe, AZ
Patricia Villanueva
Phoenix, AZ
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Walk Softly, Rachel by Kate Banks Realistic/Death/Family/Coming of Age

Frances Foster Books, 2003, 160 pp., $16.00 ISBN 0-374-38230-1

Do you ever think about death? Rachel does.

The 14-year-old was 7 when her brother, Jake, died. She never really knew him, but she gets the
chance when she finds his journal. For three weeks, the time it takes her to read the journal, she
grows alongside her brother.

She learns about losses and loneliness, failure and frustration, pain and pressure, shame and
sadness. She learns all the things that matter. But what is more, Rachel learns what is behind a
smile and how to not just look backward, but forward, as well.

Rachel has lost a brother and a best friend; she is about to lose another best friend and a home.
She has suffered, but she will heal. She has a grandmother full of advice and a mother and father
who are just as capable of making mistakes as she. So life is not about running away, it is about
breathing, changing, and starting over. Rachel will let go and say goodbye, but she will also
continue to wish for the impossible.

With her novel, Kate Banks reminds readers that they are not alone. She gives them reassurance
when others may not. You are normal, she tells them, and you do not have to walk softly.

Kristian Winston

Phoenix, AZ

The Whale Rider by Witi Thimaera Coming of Age

Harcourt, Inc., 2003, 152 pp., $17.00 ISBN:0-15-205016-7

From the day she was born, little Kahu was overlooked by most because she was a girl.
Her grandfather, the chief of the village, was too blinded by tradition to see the power his
little granddaughter possessed.

The author takes us to a little village in New Zealand where history and tradition work
together in keeping the tribe’s strength. The story is told from the perspective of Kahu’s
teenaged uncle, who watches her unfold into the role that destiny has reserved for her.
Kahu is a vibrant, young girl destined to be the chief of her people. However, due to the
fact that she was born a girl, she is challenged to prove herself and regain the strength of
her land. She is gifted with the ability to speak to whales, allies to her people for many
generations.

In addition to the description of this New Zealand village, the somewhat mythical stories

of ancestry, as well as Kahu'’s ability to speak to sea dwellers, will capture young readers

right away. Her innocence and determination carry the reader all the way to the very end.
First published in 1987 in New Zealand.

Shannon Lederer

Phoenix, AZ

Warriors of Camlann by N.M. Browne Friendship/King Arthur

Bloomsbury Children’s Books, 2003, 399 pp., $16.95

N.M. Browne’s sequel to Warriors of Alavna is a wonderfully inventive twist to the classic story of
King Arthur.

ISBN: 1-58234-817-0

Hoping to get home after a thrilling trip into A.D. 75 Britain, the two lead characters, 16-year-old
Dan and Ursula, find themselves now only a little bit further in time; the people they had fought
beside are ancient history, and their previous exploits in battle are all cultural legend. The two
slowly begin to make connections between those around them and the characters of the well-
known Arthurian legend. Between the confusion and the brewing battle, the characters are also
struggling with changes within themselves. Once a great battle hero, Dan is now unable to fight,
and Ursula has become the war hero. On top of conflicting envy and jealousy within each charac-
ter, the two suddenly realize their affection for one another runs deeper than a simple friendship,
but neither is prepared to face those feelings.

Even picking this story up without having read the prequel, it is instantly engrossing. The lan-

guage is mature without being overwhelming. Browne doesn’t shy away from great detail and

military terms with her battle scenes, and there isn’t a single moment in the novel that seems she

is simplifying the story for a young adult audience. This is a great read for anyone familiar with
the legends of King Arthur, but it is also a good start to spark interest in the legend for others.

Megan Kearney

Mesa, AZ

Publishers who wish to submit a book for possible review, send a copy
of the book to:

Lori Goodson

409 Chery Circle

Manhattan, KS 66503

To submit a review for possible publication or to become a reviewer,
contact Lori Goodson at lagoodson@cox.net
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