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Call Me Maria by Judith Ortiz Cofer Coming of Age/Survival/Acceptance

Orchard Books, 2004, 127 pp., $16.95 ISBN: 0-439-38577-6

With Call Me Marta, Judith Ortiz Cofer delivers a poignant story of a sixteen-year-old
Puerto Rican girl trying to find her place in the barrio of New York.

Maria has gone with her father as he returns to the place of his childhood leaving her
mother behind for a temporary time. Maria’s father is a superintendent and a jack-of-
all-trades as he takes care of the needs of the tenants in the building. Maria accepts the
responsibility of making their basement apartment into a home—a home where she
sits from her desk doing schoolwork and looking up at the feet that walk down the
sidewalk. Maria befriends Whoopie, who teaches her the way of the barrio and how to
master Spanglish. When her mother does come to New York a year later, Maria realizes
it is only for a visit and not to live. Though both parents want her, Maria decides to stay
with her father because she has come to accept the life of the barrio.

Maria’s voice is a strength in this uniquely written novel as Cofer comfortably transi-
tions between prose, letters, and poetry.
Roger Caswell
Manhattan, KS

Children of the Lamp: The Akhenaten Adventure by P.B. Kerr Fantasy/Adventure

Orchard Books, 2004, 355 pp., $16.95 ISBN: 0-439-67019-5

What do wisdom teeth, The Arabian Nights, an earthquake in Egypt, and a missing
couple on a flight to London have in common? Quite a bit, it turns out, for two twelve-
year-old twins. John and Philippa Gaunt enjoy an exciting and, at times, dangerous,
adventure, thanks to what happens to them after a trip to the dentist—and a little luck.

Luck is precisely what these twins need after they go to stay with their uncle Nimrod.
Only John and Philippa discover they have much more control over luck than they ever
thought possible. The twins must quickly learn to harness their emerging powers to
help their uncle solve an ancient mystery. If they succeed, the balance of Good and Evil
in the world will remain in homeostasis; if they fail, Evil will have the advantage, and
the whole world will suffer.

It is no surprise P.B. Kerr is also a writer of adult thrillers, as Phillip Kerr. Although the

wit and vocabulary may be beyond some young readers, enthusiasts of the Harry Potter
series and similar works will enjoy Kerr’s suspenseful, yet fun, tale.

Emily Pauly

St. George, KS

A Couple of April Fools by Gregory Maguire Fantasy

Clarion Books, 2004, 182 pp., $16.00 ISBN: 0-618-27474-X

The children in Miss Earth’s class are not having a good spring. What with mutant
chickens, an escalating rivalry between the Tattletales and the Copycats (their girls’
and boys’ clubs), a traitor, and a couple of April Fools pranks gone wrong, they hardly
notice the fine spring air or the first forsythia blooms. Their problems reach a crisis
point when their beloved teacher disappears. Though Thekla Mustard, former Empress
of the Tattletales, suspects a romance gone wrong between Miss Earth and her fiance,
Mayor Grass, her classmates are not so sure. However, they all agree, they must use
their excellent education to locate their teacher.

In this, book six of the chronicles of Hamlet, Vermont, Maguire uses humor and a fast-

paced plot to create a delightfully entertaining story. Despite the quirky names and

bizarre events, Maguire’s tale captures the essence of pre-adolescent experience: the

difficulties of peer relationships and the growing understanding that parents are flawed
human beings.

Virginia Beesley

Quinter, KS

Dial Books, 2004, 248 pp., $15.99

Double Helix by Nancy Werlin  Ethics of Genetic Engineering/Family Trust/Loyalty

ISBN: 0-8037-2606-6

Eighteen-year-old Eli has always been smarter, faster, and stronger than the average
kid. He has never really questioned why until the mysterious and brilliant Dr. Wyatt
begins to take a curious interest in him and offers him a job at his renowned lab, Wyatt
Transgenics. When Eli’s father pleads with him to decline the offer but refuses to ex-
plain why, Eli becomes more intrigued. His life gets turned upside down as he begins
his search for answers and uncovers some disturbing secrets about his past.

This suspenseful book is both mysterious and exciting. Nancy Werlin takes her readers

on a wild ride with Eli as he struggles to gain an understanding of the secrets in his

own past that may be his only hope in the future. This gripping novel explores some

serious themes such as morality and the ethics of genetic engineering. It is also a story
of the ties of love and loyalty that bond a father and son.

Sarah Briggs

Elgin, IL
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Scholastic Press, 2004, 308 pp., $16.95

Here Today by Ann M. Martin Coming of Age/Historical Fiction/Realistic Fiction

ISBN: 0-439-57944-9

In Here Today, Ann M. Martin addresses the problems of social ostracism, broken fami-
lies, and one girl’s struggle to define who she is. Eleanor Roosevelt Dingman is a sixth-
grade girl living in the small town of Spectacle, New York. She practices the art of
camouflage to escape the cruel taunts of the Sparrows, the popular clique of girls at
school. Her mother, Doris Day Dingman, is the prettiest woman in all of Spectacle, the
star of local plays, and the Bosetti Beauty.

Everything begins to change when John F. Kennedy is assassinated. Doris decides that
life is too short and leaves for New York City to pursue her dream of acting on Broad-
way. Ellie is left to care for her brother and sister, all the while struggling to discover
who she is and why her mother could leave her behind.

Here Today is an engrossing story about the strength inside of us all. This book would

be appropriate for sixth- to eighth-graders and for anyone student who is struggling
with divorce.

Karolinde Young

Manhattan, KS

How My Private, Personal Journal Became a Bestseller Self-image

by Julia DeVillers

Dutton Children’s Books, 2004, 212 pp., $15.99 ISBN: 0-525-47283-5

Jamie Bartlett is a fourteen-year-old freshman at Whittaker High School who wishes
she was popular. Jamie always has problems with the “I think I am so much better than
you” girls. Lacking courage to stand up for herself, Jamie journals about a girl named
IS, who is everything Jamie is not. IS has self-confidence, high self-esteem, courage,
and strength that can overpower the “Evil Clique of Populars” with the flick of her
wrist. Accidentally, one of Jamie’s journal entries is turned in as an assignment, and
suddenly she becomes a best-selling author. She is now getting TV, radio, and newspa-
per interviews. Through all this fame, Jamie becomes popular at school; however, she
gets so caught up in her fame that she neglects her true friends.

Julia DeVillers reaches the hearts of young girls in this “chick” book that encourages

them to be themselves. Her story sheds light on the realities teen girls face and offers
hope. This one will keep the girls reading!

Samantha Sojka

Elgin, IL

I Walk in Dread: The Diary of Deliverance Trembley, Historical Fiction

Witness to the Salem Witch Trials by Lisa Rowe Fraustino

Scholastic, 2004, 203 pp., $10.95 ISBN: 0-439-24973-2

Fans of the Dear America series are sure to enjoy this novel of the afflictions, accusa-
tions, and fear that gripped the Massachusetts Bay Colony in the 1690s.

The novel reads as the diary of a twelve-year-old Puritan girl who lives with her uncle
and her sister on a farm outside Salem, Mass. Their guardian leaves to find work at sea,
and the sisters must keep up the farm. When a blizzard forces a businessman and his
son to seek refuge on their farm, the men eventually weave their way into the girls’
lives, adding a slightly romantic subplot. Meanwhile, the girls find themselves in the
midst of a hysteria overtaking the town. When other girls began accusing citizens of
practicing witchcraft, the community must confront the idea that some citizens alleg-
edly signed a pact with the Devil and are inflicting harm throughout the village.

The author demonstrates how it is easy to let fear dictate action and emotion rule logic

and leads the reader to realize that taking a stand for truth is not always an easy task,
but most certainly a necessary one to promote justice.

Emily Pauly

St. George, KS

IDIOT! by Colin Neenan

Romance/Humor

Brown Barn Books, 2004, 152 pp., $12.95 ISBN: 0-9746481-1-6

Jim is sixteen and can talk to his best friend, Zanny, about anything until he realizes
(during tryouts for A Midsummer Night’s Dream) he’s madly in love with her. He
emails her as “John Kurtz,” sharing his feelings, only she’s convinced “John” is Jim’s
twin brother Jake (reknown for his hippie hair and clothes, drinking and drug-induced
state). At the cast party, Jim gets drunk for the first time, planning to unburden himself
to Zanny, but when he’s told she is with Jake, he hooks up with Jake’s girlfriend.

Full of passion, regret, and humor, IDIOT! conveys the uncertainties of romance in the
lives of youth and their parents. The framework of the story (that this is Jim’s unsanitized
account of what caused him to end up drunk in a tree, eating his own words—Iliterally,
his emails to Zanny—and have his picture plastered on the front of newspapers across
the country) adds to its cleverness and the ambiguity of Jim and Zanny’s relationship.
The cover art is a cartoon and too juvenile for the content, but librarians who can sell
the story inside will find a receptive audience with guys and girls alike.
Melissa Moore
Jackson, TN
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Names Will Never Hurt Me by Jaime Adoff Bullying/Suspense

Dutton Children’s Books, 2004, 186 pp., $16.99 ISBN: 0-525-47175-8

Almost a year ago, a student was violently murdered on Rockville High grounds. With
suspense hanging in the air, four students battle their way through high school.

Kurt tries his best to get through a day of school without turning into a human punching
bag, or worse, having to swallow someone else’s spit at the bottom of the drinking fountain.

Tisha, who deals with bullies herself, wants people to accept her for who she really is, but
who is that really?

Floater is transformed (by the principal) from being picked on into something even worse: a
power-hungry kid who looks to rule the school.

Ryan, the star quarterback, is the king of the school. When the four of them collide, Ryan’s
dark secret comes out of hiding.

Jaime Adoff brings to life a brutal story of the realities of high school via four intriguing

main characters who cement the reader to the story. Adoff does an excellent job of describ-
ing events in a way that ensures the reader will enjoy it.

Barbara Wilson

Elgin, IL

One of Those Hideous Books Where the Mother Dies Death/Change

by Sonya Sones

Simon and Schuster Books, 2004, 268 pp., $15.95 ISBN: 0-689-85820-5

Ruby Milliken shines as a saga unfolds from the mind of a teenager in this fast-paced
novel of vibrant emotions and high drama. Ruby is a fifteen-year-old who has just lost
her mother, home, and reason for living. She moves across the country to live with her
movie star father leaving behind her boyfriend, Ray, and best friend, Lizzie.

A look into the mind of Ruby is like boarding a jolting roller coaster as she thrives on
impulsive decisions and peaks of emotion. At one moment, she will be fired up about
how she thinks this “loose” girl named Amber is trying to steal Ray; another moment
she’ll be writing an e-mail to her dead mother.

Sones writes with a poetic, plot-driven style magically connecting each new character

to the next event. Having experienced the culture shock of Hollywood herself, Sones

equates some of her experience through Ruby, causing the first-person narrative to

come alive in a natural way. Young readers will be drawn to the journalistic feel, poetic
set-up, and page-long chapters.

Mary McCoy

Elgin, IL

The Orange Trees of Versailles by Annie Pietri, Historical Fiction

translated from the French by Catherine Temerson

Delacorte Press, 2004, 137 pp., $15.95 ISBN: 0385731035

Fourteen-year-old Marion is uniquely suited to her work as the servant of Louis XIV’s
favorite mistress, the Marquise de Montespan. The loss of her mother affected Marion’s
ability to sleep for more than one or two hours at a time, making her an ideal “busy
girl” for the marquise, who demands a servant’s presence to guard her through the
night.

During her vigils, Marion crafts exquisite fragrance blends for the marquise. But after
the marquise gives credit for the perfumes to another, Marion begins to understand her
true character. When the king and queen come to Versailles to celebrate a victory,
Marion must use her gift with scents to help prevent the marquise’s plot to secure a
higher place at court and in the king’s heart.

Readers might be confused as to how a girl of Marion’s station learned to read and
write and why she sleeps so little, but Pietri eventually ties up these questions. This

Pepperland by Mark Delaney

Interpersonal Relationships/Mothers and
Daughters/Death and Dying

Peachtree Press, 2004, 184 pp., $14.95 ISBN: 156145317X

Star is a not-so-typical 16-year-old in the 1980s—she is dealing with the grief that
comes with losing her mother, her best friend Dooley’s mood swings/search for iden-
tity, her own search for her place in the world, and attending therapy sessions.

When musician Star comes across her mother’s old guitar in the attic, as well as a letter
her mother wrote to John Lennon stuck in an old yearbook, she senses that something
is about to happen in her life— she wants something to happen. Delaney takes us on a
tender and touching journey of a young girl coming to grips with life—and finds the
courage to step up and take it by the (guitar) neck.

I recommend this highly for older middle school and high school students. The trip
back was great for me, too!
Nancy McFarlin

story is a satisfying read for those interested in life during the time of the Sun King. Wamego, KS
SarahEllen Morrow
Tempe, AZ
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Starfall: Phaeton and the Chariot of the Sun by Michael Cadnum Mythology

Orchard Books, 2004, 120 pp., $16.95 ISBN: 0-439-54533-1

After chaffing under the jibes of a young man in his village, Phaeton confronts his
mother, Clymene, about his parentage. Clymene confirms her tryst with the sun god
Phoebus Apollo, and she urges Phaeton to seek his father. Leaving home, Phaeton
travels to the far reaches of the world before finding his father, Apollo.

To prove his devotion to Phaeton, Apollo promises his son anything he desires. Unfor-

tunately, Phaeton asks to drive the chariot of the Sun. Regretting his rash promise,

Apollo allows his son to drive the chariot. Unable to control the horses, disaster soon

follows. Havoc is wrecked upon the earth, and Phaeton is killed. This classic tale is a
most readable story. This is the first in a trilogy of retellings from Ovid.

Joy Frerichs

Chatsworth, GA

USS Constellation: Pride
of the American Navy by Walter Dean Myers

Non-Fiction/American History/Naval

Holiday House, 2004, 85 pp., $16.95 ISBN: 0-83243-1816-2

Beginning with the privateers which harassed British ships and allowed colonists to
sell products at a fair price on the world market, Myers tells the story of the first
Constellation, a wooden frigate in the fledgling American Navy. This ship fought in the
War of 1812. Later, after 1857, the second Constellation, built with materials from the
original, intercepted the slave trade and took part in the Civil War.

The U.S. Navy, perhaps because of miserable living conditions and long absences from
home, allowed black seamen to take a proud place in American naval tradition. With
the advent of steam power and iron hulls, wooden ships became obsolete; neverthe-
less, this ship lives on as a museum.

The book, full of details of life at sea, details of sea battle, authentic photographs, and

the origins of such idioms as “showing the flag,” “knowing the ropes,” and “loose

cannon,” will catch the imagination of young people about a little-known part of Ameri-
can history.

Myrna Dee Marler

Laie, HI

Vegan Virgin Valentine by Carolyn Mackler Coming of Age/Identity

Candlewick Press, 2004, 228 pp., $16.99 ISBN: 0-7636-2155-2

Mara Valentine has it together; she is a straight-A senior, a vegan, and a perfectionist.
She is in a duel-to-the-final-GPA race with her ex-boyfriend for the coveted valedicto-
rian spot, has been accepted at Yale, and is ready to leave home and high school in
glory.

“The first thing V did upon arriving in Brockport was fool around with my ex-boy-
friend,” a reference to Vivienne Vail Valentine, Mara’s niece through an estranged older
sister, who comes to spend a semester of her junior year with the family.

That first tantalizing line in the novel spells the end of Mara’s rigid control of her life as
she narrates her own tale of learning more than school offers and growing up in ways
she never imagined. V has spent her life without supervision; her flirting, flaunting,
and flippant attitude drive Mara batty. A potential new romance with her hunky boss
and doubts about her vegetarianism add to the chaos in a breezy, humorous, and
revealing novel, as Mara finally gets a clue and comes to grips with the real world.
Judith Hayn
Chicago, IL

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

Lori Goodson

409 Cherry 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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