October Book Reviews by Tania Roxborogh

· The Crossing (book one in the Blood of the Lamb trilogy) by Mandy Hager, Random House, pb

· Real Life (the final to the Thieves trilogy by Ella West, Longacre Press, pb

· Set in Stone and Tribal Ash (Books 2 and 3 of The Chronicles of Stone trilogy) by Vince Ford, Scholastic NZ, pb

· Lacy and the Drama Queens and Slide the Corner revised and updated editions both by Fleur Beale, Scholastic, pb

New Zealand writers for children and teens are continuing to produce outstanding and engrossing fiction: from ancient peoples, recent history, every day living, through to science fiction/fantasy.

How wonderful that Scholastic has updated and reprinted Beale’s awarding winning novel Slide the Corner. It deserved the Gaelyn Gordon award for a Much-loved book because it is a rattling good read. It was so long ago that I first read Slide the Corner that this revised edition felt like I was reading something new. Greg’s not so good at school. He failed NCEA level one last year and has to face doing it all over again. All he wants to do is be a rally driver. This is a fabulous story about one young man’s determination to succeed at, at least one thing, despite all the set backs. This is the perfect book to give to someone who doesn’t like books much or struggles with a negative self-perception as well as anyone else who likes a ripping good read with a triumphant ending.

A completely different novel is Beale’s Lacy and the Drama Queens aimed at the 10-14 age bracket. An authentic tale of a Lacy, a dancer and her group of friends as they navigate their way through small jealousies, adventure and disappointment. It’s a light read but with some important moral lessons subtly touched on along the way.  Lots of sub-plots and funny moments make this a highly recommended gift for the tween in your family. By the way, there is a sequel (Lucky for Some) which was written first and is just as enjoyable.

The wonderful writer that is Vince Ford has given children a rare gift in his Chronicles of Stone trilogy. The first book, Scorched Bone, has already been reviewed in this paper but the next two books, Set in Stone and Tribal Ash are just as compelling, continuing the story of twins Trei and Souk who are on a quest to find answers to Trei’s dreams as well as take his new knowledge back to his own people. Typically, Ford’s narrative is sparse and fast and children, boys and girls, will love the authentic adventure set during the ice age. Get the first one and then use the next two as carrots. Highly recommended.

Mandy Hager’s The Crossing should come with a warning: be prepared to face some potentially disturbing truths about the future of our world. I found the novel utterly compelling and very scary/disturbing in places. The author of the stunning and engrossing, Smashed, brings us the first of a trilogy set in a world after disaster, very much in the vein of Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale or Lowry’s The Giver. Despite its futuristic theme, The Crossing is still a completely believable account of a young person’s journey into adulthood: coming to terms with loss, the realisation that things are not all that they seem and those who should be trusted must be avoided at all cost. Recommended as a gift for the teen but, for any English department looking for an engrossing new New Zealand text, this is a book which will grab your students. I found it challenging especially when it comes to biblical references and it reminded me of the way the ‘natives’ interpreted Marion de Fresne’s actions in Joanna Orwin’s Collision. Great book. Important book.

And, finally, finally, I get my hands on the third book in the Thieves trilogy. This reviewer would just like to put her hand up and say to the author that being friends should mean that I at least get a peek at the novel before it’s published. Having to wait a whole year was most uncomfortable. Not only that, no sooner had Real Life arrived at our house than the eldest teen nabbed it before I had a chance to read even the back cover. Thank goodness she’s a fast reader. Though this is the third book, you do not have to have read the others – the mark of a good novelist.  Real Life continues the story of Nicky, a traveller (she’s called a finder) – someone who can think of a place or object and instantly transport themselves. Like her fellow travellers, she works for The Project and, we’re never quite sure if they are goodies or baddies. The teens are put the test in probably the most dangerous mission to date but amidst this, Nicky really grows in maturity and wisdom. I loved this book. Go read it. You will not be disappointed.

