Book News

Roxborough Reviews

The Sea Wreck Stranger (Longacre, pbk) by Anna Mackenzie 

Shadow of the Mountain  (Longacre, pbk) by Anna Mackenzie

Dangerously Close (Andersen Press, pbk) by Sandra Glover 

Juno of Taris (Random House, pbk) by Fleur Beale

The Sea Wreck Stranger (Longacre, pbk) by Anna Mackenzie is the reason I did NOTHING on the weekend (got the kids and hubby do the chores while I secreted myself away to read). Worthy of its NZ Post Nomination, it is unputdownable; the 12 year old is lined up to read it next. Okay. If I tell you too much, I will spoil the thought behind the story. Needless to say, Ness, who, along with her brother, lives with their younger cousin on their Uncle’s farm. Life is brutal. Tough. Made worse by the step-aunty, the locals and the parochial community. You just don’t want to go against the rules. Throw into the mix a ‘stranger’ washed ashore, 7/8th dead. Revive him. Save him. But this casts potential danger upon disgruntled Ness. Excellent, excellent story. Buy it for the English department as a class set, multiple copies for the library (because there will be a queue) and as a prezzie for the girl or boy, 11 years up.

Shadow of the Mountain  (Longacre pbk) is the 2008 book by Anna Mackenzie (this woman is a busy writer) but it didn’t grab me as much as the book above. No disrespect for the author, it’s still a brilliantly written novel (I guess I’m just not the intended audience). The plot line is this: Geneva’s brother has been killed in a climbing accident and her parents, particularly her mother, are not coping with the loss. Geneva, as a way to try to work through her own grief, decides to get ready to tackle the same mountain that claimed the life of her brother. The novel is the story of her preparing herself up for this, both physically and emotionally as well as tracking the changes in friendships. When I read Anna Mackenzie’s first novel (High Tide), I knew I was reading an accomplished and an award winning writer. This latest does not disappoint: the pace of the story is solid, the writing and descriptions tight. The characters are mostly full bodied although I found Angus’s mother two dimensional. I also found Geneva’s unwillingness to talk to new friends about her personal story began to grate on me as well as annoying the new boyfriend who was rightly ticked off when he learned the full story.

“It’s not easy, talking about it,” she said.

Angus let out an explosive breath. “Neither is having someone you thought you knew lose it halfway up a mountain because there’s this whole agenda you know nothing about.”

I’m with Angus on this one. However, I enjoyed the reflections on grief and loss because they rang true and though there is never the right way to cope, Geneva’s way works for her in the end.

Another well written novel that deals with trauma and secrets is Dangerously Close by Sandra Glover (Andersen Press, pbk). Told with the voices of three main characters: we begin with the start of a new life for Dee (horrible, horrible things happened but we don’t learn about this until right at the end which irritated me); then we have Hazel who learns her mother has a potentially terminal illness; then, Abbie – just want to slap her because she’s so obsessed with the new boyfriend who is, frankly, a dick head with too much money.

It was a good read and I liked all three main characters. It wasn’t over the top preachy but was thought-provoking. Okay to get for a prezzie for the girl and for the library.

Finally, the latest wonderful offering from our very own talented Fleur Beale. Juno of Taris (Random House, pbk) is a futuristic but accessible story of Juno who refuses (like all sensible teenagers) to accept the status quo and asks the elders all the hard questions.  Taris is an isolated island community in the middle of the Southern Ocean but sheltered under a dome and from the Outside where the world has turned to custard: diseases, wars/oil/water/ food crises. But, all is not as it seems and soon Juno and her friends begin to pick a way at the constructed society and history which controls all their lives.

This is a riveting read: the characters are convincing and we warm to them. The world Beale has created is believable and despite being set in the sometime future, the relationships between people in a small community are completely recognisable.

