CICADA SUMMER – KATE CONSTABLE
Cicada Summer’s dreamlike opening is quite painful to read as we realize our lead character, Eloise, is motherless. The first paragraphs are lyrical, full of soft colours, quiet singing and a sense of real sadness. Eloise is dreaming of her mother, who has died quite recently.
She is woken from her reverie by her father, who has a playful penchant for calling his daughter a profusion of cheeky pseudonyms –“El for Leather! Elastic band! Elder Statesman”
Eloise and her Dad are in the car, on the way to visit Eloise’s grandmother in the country, and to view the site of a new convention centre he plans to build. When they approach the site, Eloise is intrigued to see the ruins of an old house on the property – a somewhat spooky dwelling.
To escape her father’s bantering, Eloise wanders into the house and into the dimly lit interior. She suddenly feels a cold air rush of air, then a voice calling “I’m coming!”, before the ghost of a girl appears at the foot of the stairs. The girl stops and stares at a startled Eloise, before disappearing into thin air.
Who is this ghostly girl, and why does she look so familiar to Eloise?

So the reader is immediately hooked into the story which promises a mystery, with adventure and magic that will infiltrate Eloise’s everyday world. 
But this everyday world is touched by very real sadness. We see from the beginning that Eloise is grieving for her mother, and her problems increase when her father leaves her with her taciturn grandmother, who has little time or sympathy for her. Through the tremendous quiet in the novel, we come to realize that since the death of her mother, Eloise hasn’t spoken. `Cicada Summer’ is dealing with some serious issues here.
This story is targeted at the 8-12 bracket., Although it is complex in its themes, I think competent readers often miss out on meatier stories. Books with issues such as grieving, dealing with useless parents and in this case, grandmothers, finding friends, feeling good in you own skin, thes often relegated to the `young adult’ market. I chose `Cicada Summer’, because it tackles all the young adult themes with a freshness and ease of style that will appeal to a younger reader.
Some readers will see the influence of such classics as `Tom’s Midnight Garden’, and the `Green Knowe’ stories.  Inspiration also comes from `The Secret Garden’. Eloise’s spooky house will appeal to many children’s notion of a secret place, a place that belongs only to them, away from adult eyes. 
Ultimately it is a time travel story and time travel can frequently be problematic for a writer. We often see glaring mistakes, or predictability, as the text tries to marry present-time with the past or the future. Cicada Summer covers all the bases, and I could only detect a couple of time continuum mishaps. And this time travel story has a fabulous twist in the tail which I won’t give away.
GET RICH QUICK PAT FLYNN
This one is for my young boy customers. `Get Rich Quick’, by Pat Flynn is the second book in a series about boys and awkward, stumbling puberty. The first was `Don’t Kiss Girls’.
We meet Tony Ross once more as our narrating character. In Don’t Kiss Girls Tony discovers the female sex and through a series of comedic bumbles, manages to get himself a girlfriend, the beautiful Ashleigh. 
In `Get Rich Quick’, Tony has dumped Ashleigh, but realises the error of his ways and wants her back. Problem here -  Ashleigh has moved on. She now has a richer boyfriend, and Tony needs lots of money – fast – to impress and win her back. 

To this end he needs a job. But Tony’s plans go from bad to worse as he finds himself fired from a fast food joint after just one morning.  Then he tries computer scams, golf caddying, traffic controlling on road works, and even gambling on the Melbourne Cup. 
All Tony’s efforts to makes lots of money without actually working, end in disaster. But they are funny, sometimes cringy, mostly ridiculous, and will appeal to boy readers who are moving out of the toilet humour books and want something a little bit more.
Pat Flynn’s style has changed somewhat in this book. `Kiss Girls’ was dominated by dialogue, which made for easy, but lazy reading. `Get Rich’ has more narrative, making it a richer experience.
It is told in the first person. This gives the book immediacy and adds much to the hilarious situations Tony finds himself in. 
Relationships, friendships, school life, growing up are all explored, but the use of realistic humour makes this book stand out. 
MACBETH YOU IDIOT, DON HENDERSON
Another one which will appeal to young male readers, especially for those who like sport as the central theme in the story.
The Plot:

Opponents meet in battle on the soccer field of Scotts College. For characters, we have a talented young player from a wealthy family, a femme fatale girlfriend, a trio of formidable dowager aunts, a best friend surnamed Bangoot, a coach by the name of Duncan King and an erstwhile friend turned opponent, Jimmy Cawdor.
In five acts, the sporting ambitions of one Andy Macbeth are played out over a soccer season in the shadow of the brooding Dunsinane bell tower. 
It all sounds very familiar, but this is more than Macbeth revisited; it is a hoot of a story that will appeal to pre-teen readers, especially young soccer fanatics, whether or not they are familiar with Shakespeare's play. And for those who are familiar with it, there is much amusement to be had from identifying the comical appropriation of the Bard's characters and the various twists of plot. 

Andy Macbeth thinks he may be good enough to one day lead Scotts College football team, but the lad's ambitions could do with a little encouragement. Enter the desirable Fifi L'Amour and his aunts' prophecies about being Coach or Captain before the end of the season. For Andy, suddenly everything seems attainable.
Don Henderson has used quotes from Macbeth to head up each chapter. Each character in his story has parallel in Shakespeare’s Macbeth. Each situation in the play has a parallel in Don Henderson’s tale, minus the murders and bloodletting. For classroom study, this would make a great introduction to the real Macbeth and there could be some interesting class activities using the play and Henderson’s creative parody.
Humour, combined with a tried and true gutsy, bloody storyline in Macbeth.  Don Henderson has a winner in `Macbeth You Idiot’. 

DARIUS BELL AND THE GLITTER POOL, BY ODO HIRSH
Hirsch’s winning form continues with his latest novel, Darius Bell and the Glitter Pool. 
What’s wonderful about Odo Hirsch is his grasp of characterisation. His stories are always populated by marvellously eccentric people, from the main character all the way down to the minor people who simply appear in small parts.
In fact, his grasp on theme and character is so polished, he doesn’t need to prop up his story with complicated plots and devices. This comes as a welcome relief as we have become so used to excitement, adventure and non-stop action in many younger titles. Hirsch simply tells his story, and it speaks so easily to the reader. 
Darius is the youngest in a long line of Arbuthnoth-Huntingdon-Castleton-Bells. His impoverished family manages to get by, living in their crumbling manor house, with a barter system as their means of financial support.
However, things are taking a turn for the worse. Money is running out and this creates a problem when the Bells are required to make a once-in-a-25 year gift to the local town council. If an inappropriate gift is made, the Bell family name will be dishonoured and the house and land will be resumed by the hostile mayor.
Desperate for help, Darius does everything he can to come up with an idea that will save his family home. And then, after a small earthquake, Darius and his 2 best friends discover a beautiful cave full of what appears to be rubies and gold.
Will Darius’s discovery be the answer to the Bell’s problems? Or is the old saying true: all that glitters is not gold?
This is well-paced story, full of twists and turns and it’s easy to love all the characters. It has the right mix of humour and gentleness. Hirsch never preaches to his audience, but all the same, the importance of taking responsibility, of being independent and having pride in one’s family are the messages we come away with.

PEARL VERSES THE WORLD, BY SALLY MURPHY, ILLUSTRATED BY HEATHER POTTER.
I’ve saved the very best ‘til last. Pearl Verses the World, by Sally Murphy, and illustrated by Heather Potter, won the Independent Booksellers Children’s Book of the Year 2009. 
A play on the word `verses’ in the title is intriguing. Is it a book about poetry? Well, yes it is –in part.

First a small reading:
There are three people at our house

And that’s the way it should stay

Forever

Me

My mum

And my granny.

If you take one away

We won’t be whole

Any more

Like a show without a lace

Or a flower with no petals.

It takes three

To make our family

Never one or two.

Pearl Verses the World is a wonderful introduction for children who have not encountered a verse novel before. Free verse novels are ideally suited for middle to upper primary readers. The reader becomes personally involved in the stream of consciousness, and the main character becomes very real, very quickly for them.
This is a touching story exploring the sensitive issues of dementia, grief, loss and loneliness from the viewpoint of a young girl.

Pearl feels very alone. She doesn’t fit in at school. She says, “My class is made up of groups. I am a group of one”. In the playground there are footy boys and ballet girls, but Pearl feels disconnected from them all and sees herself as a group of one, held separate from the bustle and busyness of the other children.
Pearl is learning to write poetry at school, but she is struggling with the structured format preferred by her teacher. Pearl wants to use her poetry to express how she feels, but finds herself feeling frustrated by the need to write in standard rhythms and rhymes.


At home, her grandmother is very ill and the close family unit of grandmother, mother and daughter is unravelling. Pearl’s teacher wants her to write poems that rhyme, but Pearl hears a different rhythm. When her grandmother dies, Pearl finally find the words to express how she feels.
Sally Murphy’s text is complimented so well by Heather Potter’s beautiful illustrations. The simplicity of the line drawings emphasise the emotions in the story and Potter is able to convey sadness, joy, humour, despondency, seemingly with a simple flick of her crayon.

Murphy and Potter were fortunate to have found each other for this book – their collaboration is nothing short of marvellous.
RUNNING WITH HORSES, BY ALISON LESTER
Although this could be classified as a picture book, I think it also fits into the early reader category. The goodly amount of text on each page will engage a child who has become a reasonably competent reader. It also begs to be read aloud to primary aged children. 
The story concerns young Nina, living in Vienna above the stables of the Spanish Riding School. When she grows up, Nina dreams of becoming a famous rider of the Lippizaner horses. Her father is a horseman at the school, and it all seems to be a perfect for world for Nina, whose attention is also drawn to an aging carriage horse, Zelda. Zelda lives outside the school and as often as she can, Nina feeds Zelda with apples and biscuits and talks to her.
But a war is coming, one that will threaten the lives of Nina and her father and endanger the school.

When the city comes under attack, Nina and her father have charge of fleeing with the horses, across the mountains to a safe place. Nina is able to save Zelda from the bombs in the city, but as the journey progresses, conditions become increasingly difficult.
It is winter; the fleeing group must pass enemy soldiers, bombed-out buildings and deal with the fearsome cold of the alps. Will they survive, and will poor Zelda make it through?
This is a beautiful book. It is both a literary and visual delight. It is told in gentle prose, and although Nina’s adventure is potentialyl quite frightening for younger children, Lester handles the war themes with care and deftness.
Each page is complemented by both colour and black and white illustrations. Particularly lovely are the illustrations which have line drawings superimposed over the photographic images.

As a bookseller, this book is easy to market as it appeals not only to horse lovers, but also to parents who want a quality book for their young reader.

