Loris’s Shortlist ‘picks’:
Rationale:
1.2.1 CBCA Book of the Year: Older Readers awards will be made to outstanding books of fiction, drama or poetry which require of the reader a degree of maturity to appreciate the topics, themes and scope of emotional involvement. Generally, books in this category will be appropriate in style and content for readers in their secondary years of schooling.
In this year’s crop of YA Lit there is plenty of angst, drugs, sex, illness, death, destruction and dysfunctional families, alongside some lighter, more entertaining stories. With your indulgence I will touch upon my highlights for the shortlist and maybe sneak in a couple of fun reads too.
Author Judith Clarke 

The Winds of Heaven 
Fundamentally this is a story about growing up and the way chance and background can impact profoundly on the course of young lives. 

Judith Clarke is known for her heartfelt and challenging stories and I’m happy to say this is one of her more accessible novels. It put me in mind of Maureen McCarthy in subject matter; that is families, the different ways they operate and the impacts that are passed down to blight or bless the next generation.
The story opens with Clementine, a woman in the sixties, telling a friend about her teenage visits to Aunty Rene and cousin Fan (Francesca) in rural Lake Conapaira. These visits to the country are few and brief, but nevertheless life-changing in their effect. Clementine has very vivid memories of the long train trips and her fascination with the old signs advertising tea along the route – and this particular memory comes into play later in the novel. It is an evocative picture of two girls growing up in the 1950s, daughters of sisters, but with very different experiences of family and community life; with expectations shaped by attitudes and place.

Fan, the country cousin, is a magical storyteller and makes the things she speaks about seem very real. “as if the winds of heaven would blow and the sky would come nearer and there’d be a kind of ladder where you could put your foot in climb up and be gone.”

Clementine worries about her beautiful cousin but the girls drift apart. Clementine wins a scholarship and goes on to university but Fan, always a poor student, leaves school as soon as she can. Fan rapidly makes a poor marriage and becomes a mother to little Cash and baby Madeleine; her life contracts and her end is tragic. 
This is powerfully written, with some truly beautiful passages; descriptions of country life and Clementine’s journeys to Lake Conapaira. And there are some heartrending episodes; Fan’s visit to the country Library with her young brood and Clementine, ever an anxious child, relates her experiences of the bullying at school.
Author Amra Pajalic 
 The Good Daughter  

Amra Pajalic is a wonderful new voice in Australian writing and her exploration of life for teenage Australian-born, Sabhia growing up in urban Melbourne is insightful. Sabhia’s mother Bahra, is trying to rebuild her reputation in the judgmental expat-Bosnian community and this means Sabhia has to toe the new, much stricter line as well. Sahbia’s grandfather has come out to live with them and her mother’s new Muslim boyfriend also adds further to inter-generational tensions. The newly expanded family moves from the relaxed inner city suburbs back to the Islamic cultural base of St Albans. A change of home, school and friends is hard for Sabhia and she rebels. 
So many YA novels are about finding one’s own self within or outside the demands of others and Sabiha’s struggles are made harder by the special demands of Bosnian expat Islamic culture. Bahra’s mental illness adds another ongoing problem. But Sabhia is ultimately resilient and she makes a place for herself with the help of new friends and a 
An ‘Alibrandi’ with a Muslim heroine, but you need to know this story has a lot of coarse language and challenging teenage behaviors are explored. 
Author Shane Thamm 

My Private Pectus  
Shane Thamm, a Queenslander, spent six years in high school outdoor education before penning this outstanding first novel. It has been shortlisted for NT book of the year awards and for the NSW Premiers’ Award.  
My Private Pectus is a serious yet comical portrayal of teenager Jack McDermott’s struggle to discover who is, what he’s meant to look like, and how much he should care about what other people think. 
It’s a realistic story about cars, footy, a love interest, and the often overlooked issue of a young man's emotions. Cynical and occasionally irrational, Jack McDermott (or Sticks to his mates) gets himself into serious and at times hilarious situations in efforts to prove his manhood.
Jack is in Year 12 and a constant disappointment to his father. His Dad has retired ill from the army but still retains a high opinion of the Defence Forces. There is a contest between father and son about his hopes for Jack to follow in his soldiering footsteps and to also play Rugby League. Jack has no interest in either, his passion is cars, but when his father is signed up by Jack’s school as a coach the football playing is inevitable.
Trouble is Jack has a real medical problem; Pectus excavatum a deformity of the chest that could affect his lungs or heart; a problem he hides from everyone. Even his dad is unaware of how much worse it has become as Jack has grown. Jack’s chest deformity is symbolic of the body image issues teenage boys often face today.
Jack’s difficulties mount—he gets into fights and he falls for Samantha Deans, who is the butt of many unsavory jokes at school. His best friend Gez seems to turn against him, he is forced into the football team and has an appointment with the army. Happily, there is a way through all these problems and we are lead to a conclusion which is satisfying and realistic.

Author Scott Westerfeld 

 Leviathan 
I really love steam punk novels and we are now seeing even more being published. For the uninitiated Steampunk is a sub-genre of science fiction and speculative fiction. The term denotes works set in an era or world where steam power is still widely used — usually the 19th century and often Victorian era England— but with prominent elements of either science fiction or fantasy with fictional technological inventions.
Some books in the genre you may know include the series “Mortal engines”, Richard Harland’s “Worldshaker” and James Roy’s “Ichabod Hart” and the novels of Garth Nix et al.
This new book by the prolific and imaginative Scott Westerfeld is set in such a world. It is 80 years since Darwin’s Origin of Species was published and in this alternate history his theories have changed the world in remarkable ways. Ranged against the Darwinians we have the Clankers, a group who put their faith in mechanical machinery and have built extraordinary machines that walk like live creatures.  However some things haven’t changed, there are still empire builders and aggressors. With the murder of Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife, the world is moving towards war, the Great War, in which millions will die.
Prince Aleksander, would-be heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, is on the run. His own people have turned on him. His title is worthless. All he has is a battletorn war machine and a loyal crew of men.

In this fabulous confection of fact and fancy the Darwinians with their fabrications line up against the Clankers with their extraordinary armoured fighting machines. Fabrications are genetically engineered animals. The Leviathan of the title is a whale, a vast flying machine, powered by hydrogen produced by an ecosystem of other animals and plants. On board is junior midshipman Daryl Sharp, a very young but daring and accomplished trainee airman. Daryl has a secret—‘he’ is actually a girl, Deryn.
Unusual circumstances bring Alek, the young heir to the Austro-Hungarian Empire and Deryn together in the Swiss Alps. Can cooperation between biotechnology and machines mixed with trust and compassion avert a terrible war?
Keith Thompson’s illustrations are one of the delights of this new addition to the steampunk genre. This is an outstanding read and I understand has recently won an Aurealis Award and has been short-listed for the Indie Next Book Award for 2010. 
Author Christine Hinwood 

Bloodflower  
Another of my choices this year has also veered away from the path of strictly YA lit and into fantasy.

The cover of this book suggests a fantasy or historical novel but readers are in for a surprise. There are maps but no magic, destruction but no dragons. This is a tale of a seemingly small country torn by war, a place of fortress cities and small villages where people know each other’s business, walk or ride horses, wear armour and live off the land. There are two major divisions, the People of the South, particularly those in the village of Kayforl, and the People of the North, focusing on the Ryuu family who rule and who appear to have many characteristics reminiscent of mediaeval Japan in contrast to the seemingly Caucasian southerners.
(Reminiscent of the Ortori series.)
Cam Attling returns to the south, from the war between the two groups alone with a serious injury. All his fellow soldiers have been killed and suspicion swirls around him. He's damaged in body and soul, yet he rides a fine horse and speaks well of his foes. What has he seen, where does his loyalty lie? How will life unfold for his little sister, his closest friend, his betrothed, his community, and even the enemy Lord who maimed him? The reader is drawn in by the fates of these characters and I’m looking forward to the sequel. It is well-written and beautifully paced.
Author Libby Hathorn 

Fire Song  
Ingrid’s family has hit by hard times; her father's gone, her two brothers have been sent to a home for boys, and it's just Ingrid, her mother, her baby sister Pippa and Blackie the dog. Ingrid’s mother is an unsettled woman; anxious about her fading looks, bitter, grasping, pessimistic and demanding. With her loving Grandma Logan now dead, Ingrid tries to keep a low profile and cling to the pleasant memories. But her mother hates the, ‘lousy old house’, that belonged to the grandmother and decides to burn it down for the insurance money. Deeply shocked, Ingrid is dragged into the mad plan. She is desperate to find someone to confide in, but Ingrid is only twelve and it seems the weight of the world is on her shoulders. Coming to grips with her mother’s ongoing deceit is a real struggle for this young girl and the story is very much about growing up and beginning to think for yourself. It is a suspenseful story as Ingrid tries so hard to do her best under almost unbearable burdens. It’s a beautifully written story set in the 1950s with dynamic, entirely believable characters.

