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The Convicts by lain Lawrence

18th Century English Social History/
Prison Conditions/Seafaring

Delacorte Press, 2005, 200 pp., $17.99 ISBN: 0-385-90109-7

Meet Charles Dickens for the MTV generation. The story starts with a six-year-old girl
falling from a bridge over the Thames to her death, the mother’s resulting madness, the
father’s bankruptcy and incarceration in debtor’s prison, and goes from there to re-
count the adventures of 14-year-old Tom Tin, which include finding a diamond, losing
it in the muck, a trial for murder, imprisonment on a slave ship and an adventure at
sea. A final Dickensian touch is the amazing coincidence of Tom’s being mistaken for a
previously unknown evil twin. Shorn of Dickens’ verbiage, but filled with details of the
filthy streets of London, the desperation of its poorer inhabitants, and evil conditions of
prison life, this book should keep boys reading while teaching them how lucky they are
to live in the 21st century. Judging from its abrupt conclusion, this book is the first in a
series about Tom Tin and may end up with as panoramic a scope as David Copperfield.

Myrna Dee Marler

The Cry of the Icemark by Stuart Hill Fantasy

Chicken House, 2005, 472 pp., $18.95 ISBN: 0439686261

Stuart Hill’s debut novel is a thrilling fantasy epic that will be readily devoured by fans
of the genre. His hero is 14-year-old Thirrin Freer Strong-in-the-Arm Lindenshield who
“carried her names with ease.” Thirrin is the warrior-princess of Icemark, a Norse-
styled realm invaded by the unbeaten army of Gen. Bellorum. The novel focuses on
Thirrin’s quest to build an alliance of people and fantasy creatures before Bellorum’s
army arrives.

Hill builds a fascinating social conflict between Thirrin’s and Bellorum’s worlds. Among
the armies in Thirrin’s alliance are the Hypolitan, a warrior society led by women and
whose people are often named after famous characters in Greek literature. Thirrin’s
alliance includes fantasy creatures such as witches and warlocks, vampires, ghosts,
and zombies.

Hill’s writing style is flowing and will be quickly picked up by younger readers. The
only minor complaint is that events go so well for Thirrin that it is hard to see a real
conflict for her. Nevertheless, his wonderful characters and engaging writing leave the

Laie, HI reader desperately waiting for more adventures about Thirrin and her friends.
John Ritchie
Manhattan, KS
The Dark Hills Divide by Patrick Carman Fantasy Dead on Town Line by Leslie Connor Poetry/Death

Orchard Books, 2005, 251 pp., $11.95 ISBN: 0-439-70093-0

Patrick Carman’s The Dark Hills Divide is Book 1 in a series of fantasy books from The
Land of Elyon collection.

While the book gets off to somewhat of a slow start, the reader soon becomes involved
in the mystery surrounding the walls of Bridewell and the heroic young lady, Alexa,
who will one day assume her place as one of the co-rulers of the kingdom.

Led by her new friend Yipes, Alexa travels territory unknown even to adults, bravely
facing dangers in order to save the kingdom.
Karen Ford
Holton, KS

Dial Books (Penguin Group), 2005, 131 pp., $15.99 ISBN: 0-8037-3021-7

In the spirit of To Kill a Mockingbird, Cassie Devlin, writer of music, loyal friend, and
school leader, has been taught to try to walk around in other people’s shoes. With this
in mind and upon classmate Gail Sherman’s request for friendship, Cassie invites her
to join Composer’s Workshop, a group of dedicated musicians who work on their com-
positions together at school. For Cassie, this friendship leads to her body buried near
the town line.

Told in poetic free verse by the ghost of Cassie, the story details her struggle to accept
her new existence and her efforts to help her loved ones locate her body. Along the
way, Cassie meets another forgotten soul who learns, along with the reader, how Cassie
ended up “dead on town line.”

An interesting mixture of hope and despair, this tiny novel takes a thought-provoking
look at jealousy, violence, and life after death.

Robyn Seglem

Olathe, KS
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The Lace Dowry by Andrea Cheng Historical Fiction/Family

Front Street/Boyds Mills Press, 2005,
120 pp., $16.95

Problems/Friendship
ISBN: 1-932425-20-9

Living in 1933 Budapest, twelve-year-old Juli dreams of exciting careers while her mother
schedules dance lessons and commissions an exquisite lace tablecloth for her eventual
dowry. Contemporary Juli is unenthused with marriage, dancing, and lace, causing addi-
tional discord between mother and daughter. While viewing the tablecloth, Juli befriends
the tatter’s daughter, Roza, who also differs with her mother, and witnesses their family’s
hardships.

When the lace maker’s eyes fail, the tablecloth’s progress stalls, and Juli’s mother sadly
abandons the project. She confides she was once a poor peasant ordered to marry a dis-
agreeable man, but instead stole family money and escaped to Budapest. The dowry was
meant to protect Juli from a similar fate.

Now contrite and determined to complete the tablecloth, Juli can accomplish this only by
simultaneously imitating and defying her mother regarding family money. When the lovely
tablecloth is finished, it creates lasting bonds among the women and girls in this simple but
engrossing story.
Lisa A. Hazlett
Vermillion, SD

The Manny by Sarah L. Thompson

Love/Dealing With Parents

Dutton Children’s Books, 2005, 181 pp., $15.99 ISBN: 0-525-47413-7

The Manny, by Sarah L. Thompson, is told from the perspective of 16-year-old Justin
Blackwell, whose sarcasm and wit really make this book stand out from others and lots
of fun to read.

Justin is hired by a wealthy couple to work as a nanny for their four-year-old son,
Aspen, one summer in the Hamptons. During the summer, Justin faces the typical
teenage issues of how to ask a girl out, how to deal with the girl’s hostile ex-boyfriend,
and how to respond to adult injustices. Things don’t always go smoothly for Justin, but
he survives pretty well.
Karen Ford
Holton, KS

Maximum Ride—The Angel Experiment by James Patterson Adventure

Little, Brown and Co., 2005, 423 pp., $16.95 ISBN: 031615556X

James Patterson, who usually writes intense crime novels for adults, slips in his at-
tempt to write an action-adventure series for kids. This first novel introduces readers to
Max, who leads a group of young kids who have had two percent of their DNA altered
by evil scientists. This alteration gives the group wings. It also gives them each their
own unique special power. Max and her “family” are hunted by the evil scientists and
another group of genetically-altered kids who are like werewolves. The premise sounds
exciting, but the story itself is filled with every possible comic book/Saturday morning
cartoon cliché.

Patterson’s own writing style seems uneasy. Max is typically our narrator, but Patterson
occasionally slips out of the first-person voice to get the audience caught up on other
events. When she speaks, Max sounds horribly fake and uses phrases like “son of a
gun.” Despite Patterson’s attention to contemporary issues like animal testing and ge-
netic engineering, his 133 chapters of action without substance will leave readers more
sick than satisfied by this ride.
John Ritchie
Manhattan, KS

A Maze Me: Poems for Girls by Naomi Shihab Nye Poetry/Young Womanhood

Greenwillow Books, 2005, 124 pp., $16.99 ISBN: 0-06-058190

Nye reports that she kept a journal during her ‘tween years, maybe writing only three
lines a day. Those jottings remind her now of what she observed and felt during those
years when her body insisted on growing up while she clung to childhood. These 72
poems grow out of those long ago observations, reminding her and her readers to
notice everything, to think about everything, to wonder about the world and how to
establish peace around you and in you. These poems are full of daily wonders: silver
spider trails, glum Mondays, the heart of a pumpkin the day after Halloween, the little
chair in kindergarten where her body no longer fits. If girls could be encouraged to put
down the cell phones and the Ipods and look away from television and movie screens
and see the sky, the grass, the lives around them with similar wonder and respect, as
both girls and women they would shape a better world. This small book is a good place
to start.
Myrna Dee Marler
Laie, HI
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Prom by Laurie Halse Anderson

Relationships/Family

Viking Press, 2005, 225 pp., $16.99 ISBN: 0-670-05974-9

Ashley Hannigan, an 18-year-old senior, has no interest in school or school-related
activities until prom is canceled. Ashley’s long-term plan has been to get through high
school, have a boyfriend, move out of her parents’ house, and get a job. All of these she
plans to do with minimal effort. Among other things, her grades are abysmal, her
boyfriend’s a dropout, and her waitress job involves wearing a rat costume.

With the urging of her best friend, she becomes involved in saving the prom. After
being given some decision-making power and responsibility for the prom, Ashley dis-
covers that school is actually not so bad. She wants to go to the prom! Being permitted
to attend is another matter.

Students will enjoy the first-person account and the short chapters. The humorous

antics of quirky characters add to the fun. The story’s resolution is satisfying as Ashley

is not willing to settle for a life with few possibilities. She is going to try the local
community college. One knows she will make it.

Joy Frerichs

Chatsworth, GA

Ranger’s Apprentice by John Flanagan Fantasy

Philomel Books, 2005, 249 pp., $15.99 ISBN: 0399244549

Ranger’s Apprentice is the first book in a trilogy following six orphans. The first book
focuses on Will, the reluctant Ranger’s Apprentice. Will, orphaned from birth, has
convinced himself he is the son of a brave warrior and would much rather be appren-
ticed into battle school. His slight size makes him a poor candidate for that particular
school, but his quick thinking, honesty, and castle-scaling abilities make him a perfect
candidate to be Halt’s hardworking apprentice.

Danger is quickly approaching the kingdom, as Lord Morgarath is plotting to overtake
the land, and Will must put his skills to use to help Halt save the kingdom. In the end
Will is faced with a life-altering choice and the key to unlock his parentage. Ranger’s
Apprentice is a wonderful read for lower middle school students into fantasy like Lord
of the Rings. This book focuses on friendship, honesty, and other values, without being
“preachy.” While I am not usually into fantasy, one of my students recommended it to
me, and I could hardly put it down.
Kim Osenga
Manhattan, KS

Scrib by David Ives Humor/Western/Mystery

ISBN: 0-06-059841-7

HarperCollins, 2005, 208 pp., $15.99

Scrib is the first-person account of William Stanley Christmas who, at the age of thir-
teen, runs away from home and begins his life as a scribe. Traveling all over the West,
Scrib (William) makes his living writing letters for those who are illiterate. The intrigue
begins in chapter one when he discovers that he is being followed by a mysterious
stranger who wants him dead. Chapter titles such as “Attack at the Triple X Ranch” and
“I Write a Letter and am Murdered” provide the reader with quick, interesting summa-
ries of the action that will take place.

Scrib would be an excellent book to be read to students. As many words are phoneti-

cally spelled (“mazewell have a thoro look”), they sound authentic read aloud; they
could create confusion for individuals reading silently.

Lisa Scherff

Knoxville, TN

The Sisters Grimm: The Fairy-Tale Detectives by Michael Buckley Fairy Tale

Amulet Books, imprint of Abrams, 2005, 304 pp., $14.95 ISBN: 0-8109-5167-9

At almost twelve, Sabrina is a savvy survivor. From the day her parents disappeared,
she and her younger sister Daphne have been shuffled from one horrible foster home
to another. When the book opens, she and Daphne have been sent to Ferryport Landing
to a woman who claims to be their grandmother. Unfortunately, Granny Relda is a
genuine nut case. However, Sabrina’s doubts are dispelled when she sees the giant for
herself and meets a host of fairy tale creatures, from Prince Charming to the Big Bad
Wolf. When Granny is captured by the giant, Sabrina and Daphne must discover who
has let the giant loose and rescue their grandmother. Then Sabrina learns that the
Everafters (as the fairytale creatures prefer to be called) can’t leave Ferryport Landing
until she and her sister are dead!

In this modern-day fairytale, Buckley has succeeded in creating a sympathetic heroine

with a realistic voice plopped down in a fantastic setting. Most lovers of fantasy fiction

will enjoy this book. It may even delight girls who enjoy realistic fiction because of
Sabrina’s plucky personality.

Virginia Beesley

Quinter, KS
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Westminster Abby by Micol Ostow Coming of Age/Relationships

Penguin Group, 2005, 168 pp., $6.99 ISBN: 0-14-240413-6

Abby Capshaw’s application to the Students Across the Seven Seas Study Abroad Pro-
gram has been accepted. She has mixed emotions as she heads to London. She sees
herself as vanilla ice cream; sweet, plain, and not very exciting. Never one to be a risk
taker, this trip is stretching her limits. This may be the perfect opportunity to assert her
independence from her over-controlling parents, escape a disastrous break-up with her
boyfriend, and become one big hot fudge sundae!

Upon arriving in London, Abby determines to do things she wouldn’t ordinarily do.
She introduces herself to a green-haired girl. She commits lies of omission to avoid
conflicts with her parents. And she ventures into a new relationship, even though she’s
not looking for one.

I enjoyed watching the relationships unfold in this book. Middle and high school girls
will relate to the issues of friendship and dating. Readers will enjoy realistic characters
interacting with peers in a foreign country. This is the first book in a series that focuses
on adventures of teen-age girls studying abroad.
Vicki Sherbert
Wakefield, KS

Wright & Wong 1: The Case of
the Prank that Stank by Laura J.

Mystery/Friendship/Asperger’s Syndrome

Burns and Melinda Metz

Razorbill, Penguin Group, 2005, 182 pp., $5.99 ISBN: 1-59514-014-X

Orville Wright and Agatha Wong have been friends since second grade. They are not
social outcasts, but they aren’t exactly popular, either. Agatha is honored, and Orville,
diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome, is ambivalent when the student body president
and the captain of the junior high football team ask them to join the committee to plan
the yearly prank for the big game with the rival Sharks. What promises to be an out-
standingly successful prank turns to disaster when their opponent’s clubhouse catches
fire, and the football field itself soon goes up in flames. Orville is positive their prank
couldn’t have caused the fire, but all signs seem to point to them. Abandoned by their
own student body, the pair set out to prove their innocence.

This was a fun, fast read. Orville’s Asperger’s Syndrome is introduced to readers, and
Agatha’s loyalty to him takes precedence over her desire to gain popularity. Middle
school students will relate to believable characters and social groups that can change
daily.
Vicki Sherbert
Wakefield, KS

The Xanadu Adventure Starring Vesper Holly Girls’ Adventure Quest

by Lloyd Alexander

Dutton’s Children’s Books, 2005, 145 pp., $16.99 ISBN 0-525-47371-8

Lloyd Alexander, well known for his more adult fantasy novels, is with this book clos-
ing out the Vesper Holly series, one created to fill the empty spaces where smart,
spunky, adventurous heroines ought to be. Vesper has been called on several times in
past novels to save the world in exotic places, and this narrative set in Xanadu, is no
exception. Vesper has her final showdown with the evil Dr. Helvitius, accompanied as
always by her biographer, the prissy Professor Brinton Garrett and his beloved wife
Mary, and a newer character, “the Weed,” or Tobias Wister Passavant. Vesper is comely
and wealthy. The Weed is gangly and awkward but of a scientific bent. After all the
villains are [finally] conquered, Vesper and Tobias marry and produce a child, thus
apparently putting an end to her need to travel. Witty prose and sly jokes at Dr. Brinton
Garrett’s expense make this a lively read. Fans of this series will grow up to read and
enjoy Elizabeth Peters.
Myrna Dee Marler
Laie, HI

Publishers who wish to submit a book for possible review should 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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