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Elijah of Buxton by Christopher Paul Curtis Slavery/Abolition/Canada

Scholastic Press, 2007, 342 pp., $16.99 ISBN-13: 978-0-439-02344-3

Occasionally a book comes along that has us laughing one second and swallowing the
lump in our throats the next; that brands haunting images into our brains, through the
fresh voice of an irrepressible character. That would be 11-year-old Elijah, the first child
born free in Buxton, Canada, across the border from Detroit. Mischievous Elijah, fa-
mous for once throwing up on Frederick Douglass, is the heart of Buxton. Now he
yearns to be “growned up,” which - thanks to a skillful author — happens both gradu-
ally and suddenly, when Elijah embarks on a dangerous odyssey into America.

This is Curtis’s most fully realized novel, about family, human connections, and the
passion for freedom. Though written in modified dialect, the language flows and rolls
off the page like poetry. Incidentally, Buxton truly was a safe-haven colony, yet Ameri-
cans know little about where runaways settled when they reached Canada. Recom-
mended for ages 9 and up, this is a humdinger of a tale that twists and turns and breaks
our hearts, before catapulting us to the sad, yet triumphant ending.
Lois Ruby
Albuquerque, NM

A Friendship for Today by Patricia McKissack Historical Fiction/Race Issues

Scholastic, 2007, 240 pp., $16.99 ISBN-13: 978-0-439-66098

A brood of neighborhood enemies and parents on the brink of divorce should be the
bulk of 12-year-old Rosemary Patterson’s worries. But there is one more thing looming:
sixth grade at one of the nation’s first racially integrated schools. Loosely based on
author Patricia McKissack’s own childhood experience growing up during the monu-
mental moments of the Civil Rights era, A Friendship for Today is about the tenacity of
a young trailblazer and the ability of friendship to overcome obstacles.

Compounding Rosemary’s troubles, her best friend J.J. is stricken with polio just be-
fore school begins, leaving Rosemary as the only black student in her class at a resis-
tant elementary school. Then, walking into room 123 on the first day, Rosemary is face-
to-face with Grace the Tasteless, her sworn enemy and a known racist. However, though
it takes a series of incidents to bond the girls, eventually they form a friendship stron-
ger than the forces that threaten to pull it apart.

Friendship is an artfully told story that brings the brimming tension of the 1950s to life.
Jennifer Funk
Raleigh, NC

Gregor and the Code of the Claw by Suzanne Collins Fantasy/Adventure

Scholastic, 2007, 412 pp., $17.99 ISBN: 978-0-439-79143-4

After backstabbing, infighting, and lying, the Underland is finally at war with each
species, sizing up what side to take—side with the humans and Gregor, their warrior,
or side with the rats and their leader, the one white rat, the Bane. If Gregor had spared
the Bane’s life as a pup, would the war still come? Would another leader make a
difference? So much hate and distrust between the species was bound to erupt in war.
Collins is a master of writing an authentic battle, not everyone survives. Nor should
they. But it isn’t necessarily the warrior that saves the day. His sister has an important
role to play in putting the Underworld back together again.

This is the last book in a sophisticated series that should be required reading. Collins

deals with prophecies like poetry, logic, echolocation, and politics. It would fit in all
subjects in middle grades content area classrooms.

Faith H. Wallace

Kennesaw, GA

Houghton Mifflin, 2007, 313 pp., $16.00

Gym Candy by Carl Deuker Sports/Steroids

ISBN-13: 978-0-618-77713-6

With Gym Candy, Carl Deuker presents a young athlete’s journey through abuse of
performance enhancing drugs. Mick Johnson’s father was a failure as a professional
football player, and he puts enormous pressure on his son to succeed in the sport. Held
back a year from starting kindergarten so he would be bigger than the other boys, Mick
struggles to find his own identity as something other than a football player. Eventually
he connects with a personal trainer who gets him started taking steroids. While the
effects are positive at first, eventually the drugs cause his behavior to become increas-
ingly erratic as he sinks into despair. The book ends on a positive note, but the ending
recognizes the on-going struggle confronting those recovering from substance abuse.

Given the on-going interest in the use of performance-enhancing drugs by professional

athletes, Gym Candy should hold strong appeal to sports fans (particularly middle

school and high school boys), and the book’s simple, uncluttered prose should be
accessible to non-readers and struggling readers.

F. Todd Goodson

Manhattan, KS
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November Blues by Sharon M. Draper Teen Pregnancy/Death

Atheneum, 2007, 316 pp., $16.99 ISBN-13: 978-1-4169-0698-8

November Blues is the sequel to Draper’s The Battle of Jericho. Josh’s death has affected
so many of his friends and family. Jericho, his cousin, has given up his first love—
playing trumpet. November, his girlfriend, grapples with his disappearance and the
new addition he has left behind—his unborn daughter. Jericho tries to deal with his
grief by trying out for the football team. November tries to hide her pregnancy for as
long as she can. Josh’s parents segregate themselves from everyone until they find out
about the pregnancy. They see the baby as a way to have a piece of Josh in their lives
and hire a lawyer to create documents to allow them to adopt November’s baby. No-
vember is at a crossroads. Is giving the baby up the right thing to do?

This book is recommended for middle and high school students. There are no instances

of profanity or sexual scenes. Draper has written another fine book that addresses the
choices adolescents must make and their consequences.

Anjeanette C. Alexander-Smith

Tallahassee, FLA

Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2007, 163 pp., $16.00

Off-Color by Janet McDonald Race/Identity

ISBN: 978-0-374-37196-8

Safe and comfortable in her middle-class neighborhood, feisty 15-year-old Cameron
faces typical challenges—dealing with her single mother, avoiding schoolwork, and
finding time to text message friends. Her life takes an unexpected turn when her mother
loses her job and they are forced to move to a public housing project.

McDonald’s novel takes a turn when Cameron uncovers a photo of her father and
discovers she is bi-racial. Cameron works through the process, then, of straddling two
worlds and figuring out how her new sense of ethnicity might allow her to fit into both
her old life and her new neighborhood. The issue of race permeates this book, infusing
every element of Cameron’s family life, friendships, and even school assignments. The
novel’s title not only alludes to the focus on the complicated issue of race, but it also
occasionally serves as an apt description of the book’s frank dialogue.

McDonald’s novel sheds light on one girl’s journey toward understanding her own
racial identity while prompting readers to consider the meaning of ethnicity.

Kevin Kienholz

Emporia, KS

Outside Rules: Short Stories about Nonconformist Youth Short Stories

edited by Claire Robson

Persea Books, 2007, 178 pp., $9.95 ISBN-13: 978-0-89255-316-7

This collection of 14 short stories explores the world of young protagonists who might
be considered nonconformists, though it could be read more broadly as a literary ex-
ploration of the concept of difference. Since almost everyone feels like an outsider at
some point, young readers will not only be able to empathize when the protagonists in
these stories struggle, but they will also share in the joy of occasional triumphs.

Robson’s collection of stories grants the readers a unique glimpse into characters trying
to find their courage, voices, and - ultimately - their places in the world, no matter
how far from the margins they may find themselves. On just a few occasions, some of
the language may be considered a bit indelicate for younger readers, and not all of
these stories end on a hopeful note.

As with any collection, the quality of the stories varies, but as a whole, the book deals
seriously with the idea of valuing individuality more than conformity.

Kevin Kienholz

Emporia, KS

Pushing Pause by Celeste O. Norfleet

True to Life/Family Secrets

Kimani TRU, 2007, 248 pp., $9.99 ISBN-13: 978-0-373-83085-5

Kenisha Lewis is a 15-year-old girl who is spoiled by her parents. She holds her head
high above others. Why shouldn’t she? Kenisha and her girls, Jalisa, Chili, and Dia-
mond, have the hottest moves in dance class. She also has the finest, NBA-bound
boyfriend in the palm of her hand, or so she thinks. But behind the glamorous lifestyle,
events threaten to rip apart Kenisha’s life. Her father decides to move her and her
mother out of the house so his pregnant girlfriend will have a place to stay. She and her
mother move in with her grandmother and cousin, Jade, who resents Kenisha’s pres-
ence. Chili breaks the bond of friendship by going out with Kenisha’s boyfriend. While
this drama ensues, it only gets worse for her.

Her mother dies and, as a result of her death, Kenisha’s grandmother tells her the truth.

Jade is her half-sister, not her cousin. Kenisha contemplates suicide as she mentally

wrestles with her problems. This novel will make a great read for any high school
classroom.

Anjeanette C. Alexander-Smith

Tallahassee, FLA
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The Rules for Hearts by Sara Ryan Theater/Gay-lesbian Issues

Viking, 2007, 224 pp., $16.99 ISBN: 978-0-670-05906-5

Battle Davies is headed to college. She has talked her parents into letting her go for the
summer to get familiar with the area before classes start. What she doesn’t tell them is
that she will be living with the brother who ran away from home years earlier.

Like most teenagers, Battle has a lot to learn. Her brother has changed from the guy
always willing to let her tag along to a man who rarely puts the needs of others above
his own. Battle is exploring her creative side and sexual tendencies.

Between her part in A Midsummer Night’s Dream and the daily drama of her room-
mates, Battle has to determine her role in her own life. The Rules for Hearts is an
interesting look at coming of age.

Diana Costello

Saturday Night Dirt by Will Weaver Sports/Racing/Series novels

Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2008, 163 pp., $14.95 ISBN: 978-0-374-35060-4

A group of car racing-fanatic teens and adults live for Saturday night racing in this new
series. Mel and her father, a disabled race car driver, own a financially strapped, small-
town dirt track. Mel doesn’t know the history behind her father’s tragic accident. Trace,
his father, Don, and their mechanic, Larry, can’t get their act together. Is Trace a bad
driver, or does Larry not want him to win? Then there’s Patrick, the teen who parks
cars and has a crush on Mel; Maurice, the 59-year-old Navy vet, Headwaters Speedway’s
flagman, and Beau, Amber, and Sonny who are out to beat one another on the track.

This book builds slowly. The first third of the book introduces 10 key characters and
other minor ones in short chapters. For that reason, it may not be a favorite for teens
who enjoy making deep connections with characters; however, racing fans and teens
who prefer action over character development may consider this book a sure winner.

Simon Pulse, 2007, 304 pp., $6.99 ISBN-10: 978-1-4169-5030-1

“Snitches get stitches” is a popular phrase on the streets and one that Julia is familiar
with in her gang-infested Brooklyn high school. Julia is a top student, has a close circle
of friends, and has avoided all of the gang drama that’s been going on around her for
years, so why would she be interested in joining the Crips?

In this fast-paced book, van Diepen explores the gang culture that plagues many of our

inner-city schools and the reasons so many teens find themselves attracted to the gang
lifestyle. If you liked Street Pharm, you won’t want to miss this one.

Jennifer Lee

Louisville, KY

Marion, KS
Pam B. Cole
Kennesaw, GA
Snitch by Allison van Diepen Gangs Someday This Pain Will Be Useful to You Growing Up/Relationships

by Peter Cameron
Frances Foster Books/Farrar Straus Giroux, 2007,
229 pp., $16.00

ISBN: 978-0-374-30989-3

Someday This Pain Will Be Useful to You is the story of James Sveck, a young man who
is caught in the transitional summer between high school and college. The problem is
that he finds himself drawn away from college, because, as he says, “I don’t like people
in general and people my age in particular, and people my age are the ones who go to
college” (p. 39). Comparisons between James and Holden Caulfield are not unreason-
able: James is charming, witty, and able to point out what is wrong with everything
under the stars. James is an engaging narrator and, even when he does some pretty bad
stuff, you still find yourself hoping everything turns out okay for him. Someday This
Pain Will Be Useful To You is equal parts comical and heartrending, but entirely enter-
taining.
Luke Davis
Fayetteville, AR
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This Is Push edited by David Levithan

Contemporary Controversial Issues

Scholastic, 2007, 232 pp., $6.99 ISBN: 978-0-439-89028-1

This is a collection of short stories, poetry, and plays by young writers. Every selection
seems to push the limits of what we, as a society, feel is appropriate for young adults to
read.

Topics include drugs, parents in prison, sex, moving away from home, cultural divi-
sion, drug dealing, violence, suicide, eating disorders, and homosexuality. It is told in a
straightforward, authentic voice, to which young adults ages 17 and beyond can relate.

Reading this book was an enjoyable, page-turning experience. Each story tackles one of

the more prevalent and oftentimes saddening issues of today. It would make a perfect

springboard for creative writers, especially upperclassmen, to write their own true-life
tales.

Angela McCutcheon

Fayetteville, AR

The Unmaking of Duncan Veerick by Betty Levin Mystery

Front Street, 2007, 212 pp., $16.95 ISBN: 978-1-932425-96-3

Duncan Veerick’s life is complicated enough. Between school, his sister, and his irritat-
ing neighbor, he has more than enough trouble. When his eccentric neighbor has a
stroke, Duncan tries everything in his power to get out of taking care of her hyper dog.
After Astrid Valentine returns from the hospital, Duncan finds himself at her beckon
call.

Astrid asks Duncan to hide some junk that engulfs her house from her prying nephew,
starting a chain of events that could literally ruin Duncan’s life. Duncan finds himself
accused of murder and arson. It’s a race against time as Duncan tries to find the real
criminal and clear his name.

The Unmaking of Duncan Veerick is a classic case of “no good deed will go unpun-
ished.” The characters are rich and surprising. Levin does an excellent job of tricking
the reader into caring about them, especially Astrid Valentine. Middle school readers
will surely sympathize with Duncan’s plight, as well as with his annoyance at his sister.
Karolinde Young

Manhattan, KS

Who Was First? Discovering the Americas by Russell Freedman History

Clarion Books, 2007, 88 pp., $19.00 ISBN-13: 978-0-618-66391-0

Freedman’s brief history of exploration and immigration of the Americas provides an
accessible overview of what is and is not known about the subject. Taking care to
distinguish established facts from speculative theory, Who Was First begins with Co-
lumbus and subsequent Spanish explorers of Central and South America. The text then
moves to a more speculative chapter devoted to the evidence of Chinese contact with
the “New World.” Following a chapter devoted to Leif Eriksson and Viking explorers
and possible settlers, the text turns to a discussion of the likely immigration patterns of
those who would become Native Americans.

While most everything covered in the book is available in history textbooks, Who Was
First does provide an interesting summary of issues surrounding the “discovery” of the
Americas. The book is especially appropriate for middle school students, although it is
a source that could possibly interest reluctant high school readers. The book refuses to
take sides on the implications of this discussion, so it would be an ideal jumping-off
point for class discussions and/or debates.
F. Todd Goodson
Manhattan, KS

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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