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As I sit to write this it’s a very chilly winter day and I hope, as you sit to read it, that the 

temperature is rising and spring is beginning to poke its head out from under the snow. 

Our first article is devoted to former publisher Anne Millyard, who started Annick Press 

with Rick Wilks in 1975. Anne had a remarkable career as a publisher and retired in 

2000. Even 20 years after her retirement, Anne’s influence on the Canadian publishing 

industry can still be felt today. Read about Anne’s life and accomplishments in this  

piece written by Kirsti Granholm.

A decade ago, Joyce Grant and Jan Dolby teamed up to create the Gabby books  

published by Fitzhenry & Whiteside. Since then they’ve collaborated on two more  

picture books about Gabby. It’s been quite the ride for this author/illustrator team and 

they share some of their stories with us in this piece. 

Writing can often be a very solitary career so, for some, being a member of a writing 

group makes all the difference. In her article about the Burlington Authors Mafia,  

Jennifer Maruno introduces us to its members, explains how the group supports and 

inspires one another and shares in each other’s triumphs.

Eugenie Fernandes has been illustrating picture books for Canadian children for  

many years and has just released her latest title, Finding Lucy. Eugenie writes about the 

many people she has collaborated with over the years and how she continues to find 

inspiration in her work.

In our final article in this issue, Carol McDougall talks about the importance of reading 

to infants and toddlers to build language skills such as vocabulary, comprehension  

and phonetic awareness. She explains the developmental stages children go through 

and suggests Canadian board book titles to match each stage.

And, as usual, we have our regular columns for you to enjoy.

Sadly, the Canadian Children’s Book Centre also received word that Carol Martin, one 

of the founding members of the Centre, passed away on December 18, 2019. More 

information about Carol and the impact she had on the Canadian children’s literature 

community can be found on the CCBC’s website.

Sandra O’Brien

Your feedback is important!
EMAIL COMMENTS TO SANDRA@BOOKCENTRE.CA

 Like us! facebook.com/kidsbookcentre

 Follow us! @kidsbookcentre

WWW.BOOKCENTRE.CA  SPRING 2020  CANADIAN CHILDREN’S BOOK NEWS   3  

FROM THE EDITOR SANDRA O’BRIEN



4  CANADIAN CHILDREN’S BOOK NEWS  SPRING 2020 WWW.BOOKCENTRE.CA

Anne Millyard is one of the most cherished children’s book  

publishing contributors in Canada. Since the beginning, Anne 

has dedicated her life to creating books and content that will 

intrigue, teach and inspire children.

 In 1975, Anne and Rick Wilks opened Annick Press in Toronto, 

Ontario. Neither of them had experience as publishers, but they 

were both passionate about bringing books with excellent, diverse 

content to Canadian youth. Before Annick, Anne and Rick initi-

ated Books by Kids, where their goal was to encourage children to 

start writing creatively. When we spoke to Anne about Annick’s 

early success and Books by Kids, Anne responded “We believed 

[kids] had interesting things to say and should be heard, especially 

by other kids, but also older kids. They wrote about funerals for 

their grandfathers, and the goldfish that had to be flushed down 

the toilet. They were desperately fierce about fairness in their 

lives; yes, they were fighting in the school yard but wanted all  

kids to be treated equally, on a level playing field.” Anne knew  

the voices of children desperately needed to be heard, so their 

mission became making that a reality.

 After a year of Books by Kids, Anne and Rick officially founded 

Annick Press and dedicated it to children’s book publishing 

specifically (O’Reilly, 2016). We asked Anne about finding success 

as a new publishing company, and she told us “I never doubted 

that we would find our voice, that we would find a readership, and 

a response to what we wanted to contribute.” She was certainly 

right. Annick Press quickly found success and from then on, they 

made way for many other children’s book publishing companies 

to come.

 Annick’s early efforts paid off, to say the least. Since their 

humble beginning, Annick has published some of Canada’s best 

books. From classic Robert Munsch, like The Paperbag Princess, 

to the insightful #NotYourPrincess: Voices of Native American 

Women, to the Mole Sister series — if you have read Canadian 

children’s books, you have definitely come across Annick’s work. 

Personally, one of my fondest memories was enjoying the Mole 

Sisters with my grandmother. She was not fluent in English at 

the time, but the adorable humour in their stories was something 

we could both laugh about together, regardless of our language 

barrier.

 Anne was one of the first kids’ literature advocates to make the 

change from marketing towards parents to marketing towards 

children. She once said “The [children’s] books were very much 

focused on the adult buyer and not directly connecting with kids” 

(Godfrey, 2016). Her main concern was ensuring that children 

had books they actually wanted to read, moving away from the 

concept of adults deciding everything for youth. Not only was it  

a change in the publishing industry, but it was also a social move-

ment. For years, parents served as the voices of their children, 

but in current day, the voices of children are now recognized as 

something of value. In the Canadian children’s book industry,  

we can thank Anne for that.

 Along with Anne’s enthusiasm for publishing books chosen  

by kids, she also pushed for English-French bilingual books. In 

Picturing Canada: A History of Canadian Children’s Illustrated 

Books and Publishing, Anne states that she wanted Québécois 

illustrators to have “a chance at better sales in their own market” 

(Edwards & Saltman, 222). In turn, Annick began to publish  

bilingual books and translate some of their previous releases to 

truly represent Canadians.

 Not only has Anne had an impact in Canada, but her talents 

have been recognized on an international scale. In Ronald A. 

Jobe’s The Effect of the International Children’s Book Industry on 

Canadian Publishing Endeavours for Children and Young People, 

he identified Millyard as one of the first people to recognize the 

need for representation of Canadian literature within the inter-

national market. Shortly after Anne began to fill the international 

demands, other publishers followed, and today, Canada boasts a 

wonderful variety of children’s books sold across the world.

 Annick has never shied away from literary risks, no matter  

how difficult the subject may be. They have always found a way 

to display these topics in the most appropriate, graceful light. It is 

never easy to have tough discussions with children, but Annick 

has honed this craft. Ultimately, Annick has recognized the 

importance of children’s education through exposure of a variety 

of books. When children enjoy what they read they are more likely 

Anne Millyard  
A CANADIAN PUBLISHING ICON
By KIRSTI GRANHOLM

PROFILE ANNE MILLYARD

Anne and Rick in the early days of Annick Press. Art by Michael Martchenko.



to retain that information and implement it into their everyday 

lives. Giving kids variety allows them to develop life-long interests 

that will instill confidence in them for their later years.

 Annick Press has been recognized on multiple occasions  

for their contributions to Canadian literature. They consistently 

publish high-quality children’s books, from dainty picture books 

to action-packed novels. Annick has never discriminated against 

any genre of book. In turn, they have won a variety of prestigious 

awards. These awards include the Publisher of the Year award by 

the Canadian Booksellers Association in 1984. They were the first 

children’s publisher to win this award! Annick was also a finalist 

for the Bologna Prize for the Best Children’s Publisher of the Year 

in 2013 and 2018 (Carter, 2018), as well as the winning publisher  

of the TD Canadian Children’s Literature Award in 2014 for  

The Man With the Violin, and the Amelia Frances Howard-Gibbon 

Illustrator’s Award in 2009 for Mattland.

 Anne has helped countless authors’ career’s take flight. She 

has been a support system for many Canadian writers, editors, 

illustrators and artists. The literary community has appreciated 

her efforts greatly. In an interview with Rick Wilks, he recalled the 

time when Robert Munsch’s work appeared on their desks for the 

first time; “One day we were working in the backyard when an 

envelope arrived from the University of Guelph. Inside were four 

stories from Robert Munsch, including ‘The Paper Bag Princess,’ 

‘Mud Puddle,’ ‘The Dark’ and another entitled ‘The Fart.’ “Anne’s 

immediate reaction was, ‘This guy is wild, with such an inven-

tive imagination — and he’s completely connected to the world 

of the child. He can look right into their eyes, he understands 

their lives and makes them laugh. We should publish all of these.’  

I fully agreed and volunteered to write Mr. Munsch a letter. But 

Anne was already out of her seat and calling Robert Munsch on 

the telephone. Eventually we learned that Bob had sent the same 

package to six other publishers. He heard back from only one of 

them, and that was within two minutes of receipt.” Anne’s vision 

for Munsch certainly came true, all these years later and he is still 

recognized as one of Canada’s most successful writers. Anne may 

have thought Munsch could relate to the world of the child, but 

she could too.

 Anne had a remarkable career as a publisher and one of her  

last projects with Annick was the expansion in 1999. Colleen 

MacMillian opened a new editorial office in Vancouver, which  

was a huge success for the company (Godfrey, 2016). After 25 

years at Annick, Anne retired in 2000 — leaving Rick to become 

the sole owner of their profound publishing company. Nearly 

20 years after her retirement, Anne’s influence on the Canadian 

publishing industry can still be recognized today,  

and her mission still lives on.

 When we asked Anne if she had any doubts about opening a 

children’s publishing company, she responded “Doubts? About 

publishing kids’ books? Are you kidding? If you are in touch 

with little people in some capacity, ideally as a parent, then the 

source of ideas is vast, the subjects never change.” She continued, 

“Urgent themes introduce themselves all the time. We received an 

average of six submissions a week after we morphed into Annick 

Press. No doubts. Ever.” Anne’s absolute confidence in publishing 

Canadian children’s books speaks lengths to not only the success 

of Annick Press, but the Canadian children’s book publishing 

industry as a whole.

 Canada is thankful for Anne Millyard, especially all the  

children who grew up influenced by her work. Her mission 

to publish a variety of well-rounded children’s books lives on 

through Annick Press, Rick Wilks and many of the other  

publishing companies that have followed in Annick’s footsteps. 

Anne’s hopes for international success keep on growing, with 

more Canadian authors, publishers and illustrators being recog-

nized around the globe each year. The Canadian Children’s Book 

Centre is so thankful for Anne, and all the life changing work  

she has done for the industry. We cannot wait to see where her 

inspiration flourishes next.

 Thank you, Anne!

Kirsti Granholm is a writer who currently resides in Ottawa, Ontario.
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Anne Millyard and Kathy Stinson, Red is Best, at a trade show.
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communicated by his nephew. At Richard 
and Alice’s property in the Gladstone 
Valley, at the edge of the Rocky Moun-
tains, a fawn was caught in a barbed-wire 
fence. As its mother looked on Richard 
lovingly removed the baby from the 
barbs all the while reassuring the mother 
deer. His benevolence was evident in 
his gentle thoughtfulness and affection 
for all who came into his sphere. One 
student recalled, decades after leaving 
elementary school, the kindness Richard 
demonstrated, uncommon for the times, 
when she had knocked over the periodical 
shelf. His respect for her feelings and soft 
assurance shaped her roles of empathetic 
mother and educator.  
 Richard had a matchless capacity to see 
the good in everyone and has many of us 
adopting the phrase, “What would Richard 
do?” We find ourselves invoking this 
phrase when faced with a situation which 
requires us to rise above and demonstrate 
the best of our humanity.
 On November 9, 2019, a friend was  
collecting Richard for their ritual walk in 
the safety of the hallways and tunnels of 
the University of Lethbridge. As he walked 
to his friend’s vehicle he slipped and fell 
on some ice fracturing his hip. Prepara-
tions for surgery resulted in complications  
from which Richard never awoke and he  
died in the early morning hours of 
November 26, 2019.
 E.B. White said, “Books are good 
company, in sad times and happy times, 
for books are people — people who have 
managed to stay alive by hiding between 
the covers of a book.” A book about 
Richard has not been penned, at least not 
yet. But Richard will live on in the hearts of 
readers who do not even know his name 
due to his tireless work bringing great 
books — great Canadian books — into the 
lives of young readers, parents, educators 
and librarians.
 Richard preferred to work behind the 
scenes, he was the personification of 
altruism. The sound of his sonorous, deep 
voice and engaging chuckle live on in the 
ears of those of us fortunate enough to 
have heard them. Godspeed, Richard.
Ruth McMahon

News Roundup

IN MEMORIAM
Richard Chase, 1946–2019 

On November 26, 2019 we lost a largely 
unsung hero of Canadian children’s 
literature and an exquisite human being, 
Richard Chase. I first came to know 
Richard 30 years ago when we started col-
laborating on children’s literature projects. 
According to family members, Richard’s 
love of books and reading was with him 
from childhood and his passion for nature 
and humanity grew from his early years 
working on the family farm.  
 Richard’s enthusiasm for books and  
his deep-rooted compassion lead him  
to pursue a degree in education at the 
University of Lethbridge, graduating with  
a Bachelor of Education in Library Science, 
awarded with Distinction, receiving the 
William Aberhart Gold Medal in Education. 
He began teaching in 1969 at Lakeview 
Elementary School in Lethbridge, where 
he remained for his entire teaching career. 
Upon his retirement the school library was 
named the Richard Chase Library. He was 
beloved by staff and students alike.
 In 1970, Richard married his soul mate 
Alice Turnbull, fellow teacher and book-
lover. Together they shared their wisdom 
and kindness with families and colleagues 
for over 50 years.  
 While attending Kaleidoscope in 1992, 
Ron Jobe encouraged Richard and me to 
start a Lethbridge chapter of the Children’s 
Literature Roundtable. Martyn Godfrey 
was our first guest author in 1993. In the 
mid-90s, Ron included Lethbridge as part 

of the British Council Author tour, allowing 
us to host some of Britain’s best authors in 
Southern Alberta.
 For over 20 years, the University of 
Lethbridge sponsored a Children’s Choice 
Book Award. When the University was 
unable to continue to fund this award it 
was dissolved, but the desire to see it rise 
again remained an ember in our hearts. 
Encouraged by Leona King, and inspired 
by the possibilities of the emerging tech-
nology of the Internet, a group of us met 
in 1998 to spawn a new Alberta Children’s 
Choice Book Award. Richard was the 
loving parent of the new Rocky Mountain 
Book Award and through his devotion and 
tenacity this award survived many growing 
pains and will celebrate its 20th anniver-
sary in 2021.  
 Richard was the heart and soul of 
the Rocky Mountain Book Award. He 
oversaw every aspect of the award from 
tax returns to reader enrollment to author 
tours. Visiting authors were introduced 
to the beauty and history of the land of 
Southern Alberta, dominated by the Rocky 
Mountains as Richard toured them from 
school to school to library. Our committee 
believes Richard holds the record for most 
visits to Head-Smashed-In Buffalo Jump,  
a UNESCO World Heritage Site (in the 
foothills of the Rocky Mountains) which 
was fodder for more than one author’s 
fertile mind — notably Philip Pullman’s  
The Amber Spyglass.
 Alice asked the Rocky Mountain Book 
Award Committee to prepare a tribute for 
Richard to be showcased at his celebra-
tion of life. In doing the research for this 
we realized Richard had hosted over 
100 authors through his work with the 
Lethbridge Children’s Literature Round-
table and the Rocky Mountain Book 
Award. Richard’s connections with authors 
extended beyond the Lethbridge area — 
on behalf of the Canadian Children’s Book 
Centre Richard organized the author tours 
for Canadian Children’s Book Week in 
Alberta, adding to the number of authors 
and illustrators whose professional lives 
were enhanced by Richard’s loving touch.
 At Richard’s celebration of life, his devo-
tion to nature was illustrated in a story 

INDUSTRY NEWS
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Keep Your Eye On ...

Michelle Kadarusman
 INTERVIEW By SANDRA O’BRIEN
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Tell us about your latest book or a project you are 

working on.

My latest middle grade novel is titled Music for Tigers. It’s about 

a Canadian girl, a violin enthusiast, spending the summer at 

her Australian mother’s family camp in the Tasmanian bush. 

There she discovers that her great-grandmother started a secret 

sanctuary for extinct marsupials, including the thylacine, more 

popularly known as the Tasmanian tiger — a dog-like carnivo-

rous marsupial with dark tiger stripes that was hunted into 

extinction by early settlers. Her family have been stewards of the 

sanctuary for decades but now a mining development threatens 

the rainforest and the safety of the last remaining tiger.

Tell us about your writing process.

My stories usually spend a good long while tapping away in  

my head. When it seems the idea truly insists on spilling out of 

my brain, I write notes and begin research until I’m ready to take 

the plunge with a first draft. For me, writing the first draft is like 

splitting rock. It takes a lot of self-bribery (cake, wine), endless 

pots of tea and long dog-walks to eke out Every. Single. Word. 

But once I’ve got the first draft out, I happily spend months and 

months revising and editing — and this is the process of writing 

that I really love. 

How did you first get published?

I started out writing stories for younger readers in Owlkids’  

Chirp and chickaDEE magazines, before publishing my first book, 

a YA/hi-lo for the Lorimer Sidestreet series. But I feel like my  

real ‘break’ came when Ann Featherstone and Gail Winskill at 

Pajama Press agreed to publish my first middle grade novel,  

The Theory of Hummingbirds. I’ll never forget receiving an  

email from them saying they had read my manuscript — plucked 

from the slush pile — and ‘loved it’. It was a dream come true. 

I’ve been so fortunate to have now collaborated with the  

Pajama Press team on three middle grade novels.

What do you like about writing for young people?

It is a privilege to write for young people. It allows me to stay 

in touch with the wonderment, idealism and compassion that 

children imbue and as adults we too often forgo.

Tell us about writers who inspire you?

So many, but writers I often return to are Mary Oliver, Isabel  

Allende and Jane Austen. While I’m inspired by writing across all 

genres, Rebecca Stead and Kate DiCamillo sparked my love for 

middle grade fiction. In Canada, the bar is so high for excellence 

in children’s literature. I’m in awe of works by Kyo Maclear,  

Kenneth Oppel, Heather Smith, Jillian Tamaki, to name only  

a handful.
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Illustrator Jan Dolby and I sat down in January 2020 for a long 

Skype chat. We were looking back at the decade we have spent 

creating together. Our partnership has taken us to the rainforest, 

across Canada and into hundreds of classrooms. We’ve met some 

of Canada’s most talented — and supportive — writers and  

illustrators and tens of thousands of children. All the while striving 

to create magical stories that kids will love.

 Jan kicks off our conversation with a quote from Roald Dahl: 

“Those who don’t believe in magic will never find it.” 

 We believe in it, that’s for sure. We both feel that magic has 

touched our work, our relationship and our friendship.

 “We’re friends and all that, but you’re like my industry sister,”  

says Jan, from her Stouffville, Ontario studio. I am in Hamilton,  

130 km away. But as always, whenever we chat it’s like we are in  

the same room.

 “We think in shorthand with each other,” I say. “We’re always on 

the same page.”

Kidlit creators Jan Dolby and Joyce Grant  
look back on a magical decade together
By JOyCE GRANT

Three picture book collaborations, two international trips, countless presentations and endless hours spent 
working, laughing, brainstorming… Jan Dolby and Joyce Grant are planning their next magical project.

 The pages we’re on, specifically, are in our Gabby books. Three 

picture books about a girl who puts letters together and whatever 

she spells, comes to life. I wanted to create a fun story, but also help 

kids learn that words can be ‘things,’ using the concept of kines-

thetic learning. The text needed to be sparse, almost transparent to 

the reader. It would be up to the illustrator to bring the whole thing 

to life, adding quirkiness to the character that was in my head. I had 

no idea that it would come together as well as it did.

 It was magic that brought me to the Fitzhenry & Whiteside booth 

at the Ontario Library Association Super Conference, where I met 

Cathy Sandusky and Christie Harkin, who gave me my first-ever 

book contract. And it was a type of magic that kept an old postcard 

from Jan Dolby on Christie’s office wall until the exact moment it 

was needed.

 I remember where I was when I got the call that Fitzhenry wanted 

my manuscript. Similarly, Jan says she remembers her call. “I was in 

the coffee shop down the street and Dave (Jan’s husband) called me 

and said, ‘There’s an editor who wants to talk to you.’ Well, I booted 

it home — and she put me on the project. The whole thing was just 

magical.”

 I’ll never forget Christie taking Jan’s postcard down from the wall. 

“This is who I was thinking of for the illustrations,” she said. Seeing 

Jan’s drawings, I told Christie, “Yes. I think this artist could do a 

good job with it.”

 A good job? I cried when I saw the first drawing of Gabby! It was 

so exactly, precisely what was in my head when I wrote the book. 

How could Jan have known?

 Jan had given Gabby an anthropomorphic flower that feels what 

Gabby feels. And a hidden frog, holding letters that spell something 

at the end of the book. And socks, because “Gabby doesn’t like to 

wear shoes,” Jan told me later. And she invented an inspired team 

of other characters: a cat that’s completely bonkers, best friend Roy 

who wears an earring, and a wacky neighbour that Jan says is based 

on Phyllis Diller.

 It must have come from the long discussions I had with  

Christie and Cathy at Starbucks in those early days, fleshing out  

the character, figuring out her name (changed from Sarah, which 

I’d proposed) and trying to determine the perfect tone, look and feel 

for the character.

 “From what I recall, I’m not sure I had any of those ideas,” says 

Jan. “Chrisite gave me the manuscript and said ‘Go with it, Jan.’  

She gave me, really, no restrictions.”

 “I think that the Gabby character came together so well because 

the manuscript was so good. I found the magic in it and because 
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Joyce and Jan at the Fitzhenry & Whiteside office in Markham, in 2013.



of that, the character just flowed out of my thoughts — because 

honestly, the way that I attacked the first Gabby book, well, I’ve not 

done that since in quite the same way.”

 What Christie knew, and what I had no way of knowing, was  

that when you hire a great artist, you have to give them the room  

to create. Tying them down with too many illustrator notes is one  

of the fastest ways to kill the magic. And it was especially true in 

Jan’s case. To this day, we both make sure I stop talking before I 

ruin a project with too many suggestions.

 Jan and I finally met in person in 2013 at our unboxing of Gabby 

at Fitzhenry & Whiteside’s office in Markham, Ontario. The first 

time seeing our first book, holding it in our hands after three years. 

Look at our faces. Those are the faces of two people who know they 

are heading out on an adventure but have no map.

 Our adventure began in earnest in the rainforest. We both got 

an email out of the blue saying Gabby had been chosen for the 

Rainforest of Reading Readers’ Choice Award. The Rainforest of 

Reading Festival had only begun the year before, and neither of us 

had heard of it. We were both suspicious. We were each one click 

away from deleting that email, dismissing it as spam.

 Thank goodness for authors Kari-Lynn Winters and Lisa 

Dalrymple who convinced me that it was an amazing opportu-

nity. I called Jan to let her know that maybe, just maybe, this was 

‘something.’

 Something? It was everything. We would be going to St. Lucia,  

a place where the rainy season wiped out storybook collections and 

poverty prevented the building of libraries. We would be bringing 

thousands of books to children in St. Lucia, Grenada and Mont-

serrat and presenting to more than 7,000 children and teachers.  

Jan and I would be travelling with some of the most accomplished 

and talented kidlit creators in the industry: Rebecca Bender,  

Eugenie Fernandes, Eric Walters, Suzanne Del Rizzo, along with 

Lisa and Kari-Lynn. 

 We have countless memories from that trip. One of our favourites 

was when a young boy was shyly pushed to the front by a friend 

who declared that he “knows how to draw Gabby — maybe better 

than Ms Dolby!” We gave the boy a marker and offered Jan’s flip 

board. And he blew everyone away. Because, not only did he draw 

the character beautifully, from memory, “He didn’t do it by shape,” 

says Jan. “He did it by contour line…”

 “…He drew Gabby’s outline!” I laugh. “And then he filled it in.”

“You never see that. Ever! That was fun,” says Jan.

 Thousands of children dressed up as Gabby in St. Lucia is a sight 

neither of us will ever forget. Children with orange yarn-hair, pipe 
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cleaner glasses and cut-out letters. Some of them wore striped 

socks, like Gabby. And when we marched in the book parade, they 

would start chanting GAB-BY! GAB-BY! GAB-BY! 

 Jan goes to hold up a photo to the Skype camera, saying to me, 

“This one really did it for me.”

 “Wait,” I say. “Let me guess if it’s the same picture I’m thinking of.”

It is. It’s the first classroom Jan and I visited on our second trip to 

the rainforest — this time to Montserrat a few years later. Gabby 

would ultimately win the Rainforest of Reading Reader’s Choice 

Award that year, but first we had the opportunity to visit the stu-

dents in their classrooms.

 We’d developed a workshop where kids create a story combining 

a main character, two obstacles, a magical thing that helps solve 

the problems, and a happy ending. When I’d done the workshop in 

Canada, a typical storyline would be: a dragon falls in a hole, a fairy 

comes along and gets him out and they both live happily ever after. 

Not in the rainforest. In nearly every class we were moved by the 

extraordinary sense of community and generosity in the children’s 

stories and how the spectre of poverty loomed in their lives. The 

day this picture was taken, the class decided the main character 

was someone who didn’t have shoes, and therefore couldn’t go into 

a store to buy food. A magical trove of money appears.

 “And the child gets shoes and can buy bread?” I ask the class.

 “No,” they say, almost as one. I’ve missed the point. A boy yells 

out, as if the answer is obvious, which it is to all the children and 

teachers, “And everyone in the village gets shoes and bread!” Magic.

 Jan and I marvel at other things that happened on that trip, too 

many to mention here. The tarantula the size of our hand. The 

cacao restaurant in the middle of the rainforest where our meal 

began with chocolate butter. The snorkelling. But always, the chil-

dren. Eager to meet an author and illustrator, ready to read, wanting 

to learn, all the while teaching us more than we taught them.

 Any Canadian children’s author can tell you that most of us 

won’t get rich on the sale of books alone. But when you factor in the 

incredible experiences — that’s where the magic comes in.

 And it can be a slog, trying to succeed in the children’s literature 

industry. Jan and I do a lot of marketing and events to promote our 

books. While it’s one thing to dream up a crazy marketing scheme, 

it’s the illustrator who then has to execute the plan. 

Left An unforgettable moment in St. Lucia at the Rainforest of Reading.
Right An enthusiastic literary parade honouring great Canadian children’s 
books in Montserrat, 2016.
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 Here’s an example. One day, I stopped by the 10-foot R-O-M  

letters outside the Royal Ontario Museum and thought, “What 

would Gabby do with those?” I sent some photos to Jan. Later that 

day, Jan sent me a string of images with Gabby interacting with  

the photographed letters. That led to the idea that Gabby should 

celebrate the holidays. So, Jan put Gabby into Halloween costumes 

and then created social media cards for holidays like Valentine’s 

Day, New Year, Easter, Earth Day, St. Patrick’s Day, the winter holi-

days and even the first day of summer. We put Gabby in a comic 

strip. There are rug-hooked pillows and a felted brooch, T-shirts, 

stickers, and for our first book launch, gorgeous cake toppers 

sculpted by artist Suzanne Del Rizzo. There are Valentines that  

kids can download, a board game, colouring pages, fabric letters, 

bookmarks, book plates, a teacher’s guide… the list is long. 

 “Never once did you ever say no,” I say to Jan.

 “You just do it,” explains Jan. “And you don’t mind doing it for 

nothing, because you love it so much.”

 “You want to get it out there so the kids can see it. I want the kids 

to see it,” I agree.

 “Yeah, the kids are important to me,” says Jan. “When they love 

something, it just melts my heart. It’s not about the bottom dollar, 

that’s the gravy. First and foremost, it’s about the kids.”

 “The kids are my teachers,” I say. “The kids transport me, give  

me energy.”

We’re both in a bit of a haze, thinking about the past 10 years and 

how much our lives have changed thanks to our collaboration.

 “I wish the three books didn’t fly by as fast as they did,” says Jan. 

“We were so new at it… it was, like, pump it out, and now, it’s done.”

 Well, not so fast. I have a new character in my head and Jan 

has already agreed to bring it to life. A whole new chapter in our 

relationship, we hope. We know that going to publishers when you 

already have a writer and illustrator teamed up can be tough, so if 

worst comes to worst and no one snaps it up, we’re willing to try 

our hand at self-publishing. We’re not ruling anything out, because 

in the end it’s about creating books and getting them into the 

hands of kids.

 With that, we seem to be at the end of our memories from the 

past decade.

 “I don’t know where this article is going to go,” says Jan,  

“but the conversation has been great.”

 Reluctantly, we each lean forward to hit end and our screens  

go blank.

 But of course, it’s only about two days later that Jan and I are on 

the phone to each other again — talking about the new studio she’s 

purchased and about that new project. Once again, we’re looking 

for the magic.

Joyce Grant recently moved to Hamilton, where she is editing, mentoring and working  
on a non-fiction picture book about ‘fake news,’ to be published in 2022 by Kids Can Press. 
Jan Dolby moved into a new home-studio in Aurora in February 2019 and is working on 
writing her first picture book. Gabby was recently published in paperback and is available 
everywhere.

NOTE: The Rainforest of Reading program is the creation of Sonya White and Richard 
Clewes, who founded the non-profit OneWorld Schoolhouse Foundation to bring books to 
the Caribbean. Visit oneworldschoolhouse.org for more information, to make a donation  
or to volunteer.
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 BAM! Watch Out for Burlington’s Authors Mafia
By JENNIFER MARUNO

No one liked the title of my latest manuscript, As Brave as Blondin. 

“Who the heck is Blondin?” they all demanded. I thought my 

middle-grade readers would want to read the book just to find  

out, but the mystery was too much for my writers’ group.  

“Why aren’t you mentioning Niagara Falls?” they asked.  

“Everybody loves Niagara Falls.”

Once again, they were right. Just because I walked beneath the 

balancing Blondin statue almost every day in the summer, it didn’t 

mean other people did. Having grown up in The Honeymoon 

Capital of the World, I took the uniqueness of my hometown for 

granted. With a new title, the manuscript went to print. Every time  

I mention Until Niagara Falls, someone says, “I love Niagara Falls,  

let me know when it’s out. I want to read that.”

Who is this community of writers that helped give my latest book 

such a terrific title? 

We were nameless until Ian Elliot, owner of A Different Drummer 

Bookstore in Burlington, Ontario, referred to us as a kind of writer’s 

mafia and B.A.M.! We became the Burlington Authors Mafia.

So, who is in this mob?

Karen Bass (Two Times a Traitor), Rebecca Bender (Giraffe and Bird 

Together Again), Lana Button, (What if Bunny’s Not a Bully), Gillian 

Chan (The Disappearance), Suzanne Del Rizzo (My Beautiful Birds), 

Lucy Falcone (I Did Not Stand Up), Natalie Hyde (Mine!), Sylvia 

McNicoll (Bodyswap), Carolyn Mills (The Little Boy Who Lived 

Down the Drain), Jennifer Mook-Sang (Captain Monty Takes the 

Plunge), Anitha Robinson (A Family for Faru), Deborah Serravalle 

(How We Danced), Claudia White (Servalius Window) and  

Lynn Leitch (Brian Bradley is Not Too Short (No Matter What  

YouTube Says)).

Why would one want to be part of a group like this?

Participating in a writing group is probably the best thing a writer 

can do in such a live and die industry.  

Karen says, “This group has given me security. Being a member of 

BAM is beneficial beyond measure.”

Claudia agrees, “BAM is a positive environment of creative minds 

each honing their own craft while eagerly assisting others with 

theirs.”

Carolyn puts it this way, “This is a group of writers who champion 

each others’ work, showing up at launches, re-tweeting cover 

reveals and celebrating successes.”  

Deborah admits, “As I struggle through the first draft of my current 

novel, I am grateful for the advice and literary support I receive 

from this diverse group of talented writers.”

Authors Mafia sounds scary, doesn’t it?

But fear is exactly what a career in writing brings. We are all afraid 

when we face a blank page, not being able to write the right words, 

or not finishing what we start. Writers are afraid of not being good 

enough, afraid to submit, afraid of what an editor will think, afraid 

of reviews and then afraid of royalty statements and sales reports.

 In a writers’ group you learn to be brave. You learn to share  

your words and expose real thoughts. You develop great courage 

listening to what the members of the Burlington Authors Mafia 

have to say about your work.

Anitha says, “I was quite nervous at our first meeting. I knew  

many of the members were well-published award-winning 

authors, and even though I had two books published at the time,  

I was still worried about what they might say.”

Rebecca agrees, “It was intimidating to read my work to seasoned 

wordsmiths, but I couldn’t hold up the imposter perception for long 

because the truth is every member of the group brings different 

talents, a unique perspective, strengths and weaknesses.”
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Suzanne feels the same. “Writing can be so isolating and well… 

scary sometimes, so having a supportive and constructive critique 

group is GOLD.”

 

What does a meeting look like?

We keep our writing family small, not wanting to have to gather  

in public places. We meet at my place as I have no small children, 

no pets and a husband who is willing to disappear on a regular 

basis. I also have the best tea.  

 The first task of our bi-monthly meetings is news. We celebrate 

every event in the realm of writing, finished manuscripts,  

contracts, nominations, awards, grants, stars, mentions, festival 

and conference participations, and more. To be in the company  

of people who also struggle to find the best words is something 

worth celebrating in itself.

Lana explains, “It is well established that the meeting will start  

with a valuable half-hour chat time. As writers we can spend a lot 

of time in solitude, silence and negativity. BAM starts each meeting 

with an atmosphere of support.” She adds, “But if you’ve got a tight 

schedule that day, you are welcome to skip the first half-hour and 

arrive at 10:00 AM knowing that the group is getting down  

to business.”

Lynn points out, “The meeting not only shows me what’s possible,  

but how it looks to manage a writing career with grace and 

longevity.” 

What happens when we meet? 

Everyone gets a copy of a work in progress. We do not send out  

our work ahead of time. No one needs homework or that kind of 

pressure. We want to read the words cold, the way an editor would. 

This way the creator gains an unbiased outside perspective. 

 As the author reads the work, the group scribbles their notes 

on the manuscript. We then discuss and offer feedback. Feed-

back from members of the group is an honest, intimate response 

given in kindness and with care. Some refer to it as the hamburger 

approach, something soft, something with meat and then some-

thing soft. It’s like taking someone for a ride in the country before 

you do the real talking.

Jennifer M-S puts it this way, “Everyone brings good writing  

to the table, not necessarily great or perfect writing (though 

sometimes it is), but we all take the time to revise our work before 

inflicting it on our members. This means we can grapple with the 

bigger issues without getting bogged down by spelling, grammar 

and punctuation, though we do occasionally have a blast arguing 

about things like whether or not to use italics for internal dialogue.”

Lynn also says, “The group generously shares wisdom for edits 

large and small. It’s so helpful to have direct feedback on my pages 

but also to be able to ask general questions about pace, tone or 

whatever I am unsure about.”

Anitha feels the same. “It’s what I want and need from a critique 

group — constructive feedback so I can improve my story.”

Any weapons?

The Burlington Authors Mafia family has no hidden weapons  

and no plans to annihilate. We do, however, discuss killing off 

characters, drop dead dates, stabbing emotions and bad endings. 

 This group will also find those unexpected ways a story is 

hijacked into something else, when a character gets lost, where 

plots and dialogue go off course, and how too much description 

turns into an information dump. There are often patterns in the 

feedback and very good advice to follow. 

Gillian says, “It is a huge benefit to have other writers look at your 

work as they bring very different insights.”

Lucy agrees, “Every single project I’ve brought to a meeting  

has been improved immeasurably by the insights, constructive 

critiques and encouragement of the members.”

Rebecca knows, “The act of presenting your work reveals problems 

you just can’t see on your own.”

Carolyn agrees. “Having my work critiqued in such a supportive 

environment is both humbling and inspiring”.

Any targets?

Every author needs to know what their work creates in other 

people’s minds. Our family of writers is able to simulate reader’s 

response and there are many kinds of readers in the publishing 

business. There’s the agent you may wish to acquire, or, the one 

you must please. There are the editors, the reviewers, the pur-

chasers and, of course, our target audience, the children that are 

going to turn the pages. 

Lana says, “As a group we represent every genre in children’s 

writing. There is respect in the fact that each genre has its own 

style and technique, which we have an ear for, but have not written 

ourselves. We learn from each other, and it improves our own 

writing when we spend this time in each other’s genres.”

Jennifer M-S adds, “A huge advantage of such variety is we get the 

opinions of others who write for different audiences. This makes 

for very creative solutions to problems.”

Claudia agrees, “The group is a cadre of talented writers repre-

senting picture books, early reader, middle grade, YA and adult 

manuscripts. We produce everything from fantasy to historical 

fiction.” 

Deborah points out, “I worked through several versions of my 

woman’s fiction novel with BAM. The input and encouragement  

I received was indispensable and no doubt instrumental in getting 

it published.”

 We all operate by a simple mafia rule. If a line doesn’t lie down — 

kill it.

 

How do we take care of business?

If you wish to be a professional writer, you have to act like a  

professional. Publishing is a business and like any other business 

it expects skilled, practised work. It also has its own unique way 

of operating, its own terminology and its own expectations. Our 

members help each other navigate the industry with query letters, 

story synopses and response letters. We push each other to submit, 

follow-up on submissions and expect answers.

FEATURE WRITING GROUPS



Anitha got a contract with the Foundry Literary + Media in New 

York City, New York.

 I celebrated the completion of a full week of workshops and  

lectures at the Humber School for Writers on the Lakeshore 

Campus with prominent author Michelle Winters (I Am a Truck).

By the end of the summer, the obstreperous chickens in Natalie’s 

coop inspired her to write the picture book Henzington Palace. 

Claudia completed a Doctor Doolittle-themed manuscript for 

middle grade readers who like magical reality. Battling the jungles 

of Bandari, Anitha is helping a young Bonobo’s quest to find his 

father in forbidden lands. Jennifer M-S has begun a middle grade 

manuscript about a young girl who gives up ballet for robotics in 

order to impress her dad.

Lana has been busy editing Tough like Mum and Raj’s Rules for the 

Bathroom at School. 

Carolyn and Lynn are adhering to the mafia spirit. Lynn is working 

on a picture book about death, while Carolyn signed a contract for 

a contemporary literary fiction novel that explores family, secrets 

and shame.

 Working together, we all try to keep in mind, what Paul  

Castellano, infamous head of the New York Gambino Family said: 

“This life of ours, this is a wonderful life. If you can get through  

life like this and get away with it, hey, that’s great. But it’s very 

unpredictable. There are so many ways you can screw it up!”

 Joseph Bonanno, head of one of the other New York “Five Fami-

lies”, made this killer comment.  “It takes many stepping stones, you 

know, for a man to rise. None can do it unaided.”

 Now living in Nova Scotia under her own name, is Lucy Falcone.  

An honourable mention must go to Gisella Sherman (The Farmer-

ettes), one of our founding members and best apple cake baker. 

My Confession

Did I read this article to the group before I sent it out?  Of course!  

I was terrified, but I did and some shots were fired. 

Jennifer Maruno champions children’s books as vice-president of CANSCAIP and through 
school presentations and lectures. Her newest middle-grade novel, Until Niagara Falls,  
was released in February 2020.
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Natalie knows that it is important to “shoptalk with people who 

understand the ups and downs of the business.”

Lucy points out “When a writing group is made up of professional 

writers, the level of discourse is elevated.”

Karen adds, “The professional level of critique the group offers has 

been invaluable as I attempt to expand beyond writing YA. More 

than that, the group has been able to point out new opportunities 

that benefit my career and that allow for expanded networking.”

Suzanne feels the same, “Being an illustrator first, and only recently 

dipping a toe into the writing side of things, BAM’s encourage-

ment, guidance and thoughtful feedback really helped me to shape 

and develop my first book and other manuscripts.”

 Even the most experienced writers acknowledge the need for a 

writers’ group. 

Sylvia says, “After 30 years of writing I still can’t tell whether I’ve 

written something good or not, so for me a writing group is a 

must.”

Natalie recognizes that, “The group gives me a chance to continue 

to hone my writing skills by offering up my work for critique.”

Do we pressure anyone?

Yes. We put a lot of pressure on ourselves in order to keep on 

writing. You are expected to have copies of what you are going 

to read. You are expected to take any shots and hits without any 

crying. (No one in a mafia cries.) You are expected to query, submit 

and tell us what happened.  Most of all you are pressured to write 

large and dream BIG!

And when the meetings are over? 

First, we remove all evidence of a meeting having happened before 

we head out.

Gillian says, “I always come away with my creative juices flowing.”

Lucy responds, “I’m so motivated at each meeting that I turn into 

the Energizer Bunny, I truly cannot wait to get home and incorpo-

rate the suggestions from the group.” 

Suzanne feels the meeting “allows each of us to come away with 

excellent, constructive, well-rounded feedback which really helps 

us as writers and creators.”

And Sylvia adds, “The members are outstanding supporters of each 

other. On a CANSCAIP meeting night, when they saw my subway 

poster ad for Body Swap, they immediately posed around it and 

took photos. On the subway ride home, they were quiet for five 

minutes, rare, as they all tweeted and posted the photos on social 

media. They have brought joy and celebration to the craft at a time 

when it had steadily been leaking out.”

 

What’s the payoff?

Good news is always celebrated with a bottle of the best bubbly.  

At our end of spring meeting we had a lot of payoffs. 

Sylvia announced the sale of rights to Russia for her mystery series. 

With Russia in the news these days we closed the curtains for that.

Lana got an invitation to the Frye Festival in Moncton, NB and 

announced her third book in a series, Tayra’s NOT Talking.

Natalie got a contract for a sequel to Mine Too.
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 Finding Lucy
By EUGENIE FERNANDES

REMEMBERING
Once upon a time there was a child who lived in a treehouse with 

a cat and a bird. She didn’t wear shoes. She liked to paint and write 

stories in the studio with her father.

 At the bottom of the hill there was a beach with starfish and 

moon shells. Sometimes the child was a mermaid… and sometimes 

she was a butterfly. When she got tired, she slept on the warm sand. 

When she got hungry, food appeared. It was… extraordinary.

 But then something very ordinary happened. It could not be 

avoided. The child grew up. Now she is a grandmother. She looks 

different on the outside, but on the inside…

 I am still the same person. I don’t climb trees anymore, but I  

still like to paint and write stories and walk barefoot along the edge 

of blue.

DREAMING
One day, in 1964, when I was at the School of Visual Arts in New 

York, Maurice Sendak came to our class with his new book — 

Where the Wild Things Are. He read to us and when he said the 

words, “That very night in Max’s room a forest grew…” I said to 

myself, “Oh, I like this. I would like to do this.”

 So, I put my portfolio together and I started knocking on doors. 

Eventually the doors began to open — I started selling my stories 

and illustrating picture books.

 My dad always said, “Do something that you love because  

you’ll have to do it every day.” That was good advice. All these years 

later I am still writing stories and illustrating picture books and I 

still love it.

COLLABORATING
I learned early on that creating a picture book is a group effort. It’s 

like putting on a play. The audience only sees the actors, but there’s 

a whole crew behind the scenes working hard to make it happen. I 

am grateful to the crew.

 An editor might encourage me to expand one part and elimi-

nate another. I try to see the logic of what they have to say, without 

losing my own voice.

 Art directors bring a second set of eyes and ideas. I appreciate 

their enthusiasm and their comments. Collaborating can be 

helpful… but sometimes it can be challenging.

 With my first Little Golden Book, Jenny’s Surprise Summer, 

there’s a pivotal point in the story where Jenny is feeling heart-

broken. She has spent the summer at her grandmother’s beach 

house, taking care of two stray kittens. When it was time for Jenny 

to leave, her parents said she could only take one of the kittens back 

home. A difficult choice. I drew the kittens at the beach, Jenny is 

sitting with her head down, her face hidden.

 The editors wanted me to add her sympathetic parents looking 

on. I asked the art director to PLEASE ask the editors to leave it my 

way. They said no. I asked again. They said no again.

 Hmmm, I didn’t think I could push any harder, so I added the 

sympathetic looking parents. The pencil drawing was approved.

 I painted the picture their way, but I also painted it my way. I said 

nothing. I just sent the final art with both versions for that page. 

When the printed book arrived, I was pleased to discover they had 

used my version.

 When Kids Can Press asked me to illustrate Earth Magic by 

Dionne Brand, I was happy about the idea of painting lush green 

hills, the turquoise water and the poetry of the Caribbean. But it 

took me a very long time to find the right style. Tara Walker was the 

editor. I don’t think I would have found my way without her input. 

There were many false starts, but once I let go of gravity, I was okay. 

Thanks to that collaboration, Earth Magic was nominated for the 

2006 Governor General’s Literary Award for Children’s Literature 

(Illustration).

 Stories create pictures. If I don’t want to draw something, I don’t 

put it in the text. (i.e., The Tree that Grew to the Moon, One More Pet, 

A Difficult Day). But often I am illustrating someone else’s story. I 

like doing that too. Their stories take me places I wouldn’t go on my 

own. I have to learn about the landscape and the people.

 Without leaving my studio, One Hen by Katie Smith Milway, 

took me to Ghana. While illustrating My Name is Blessing by Eric 

Walters, I came to feel very close to the children I was painting who 

lived at the orphanage that Eric and his wife built in Kenya.

 Eric and Katie are both great to work with. If I want to add some 

‘visual story’ they are open to my ideas. Most of all I want the 

authors to be comfortable with what I do. After all, it is their story.

 I don’t always meet the authors I work with, but I like it when I do. 

Budge Wilson made me laugh. Robert Munsch came for lunch.  

FEATURE FROM AN ILLUSTRATOR



FINDING LUCY
 Lucy has orange hair. Her cat is orange.

 The trees are purple. The sky is yellow.

 Sometimes… a colour is just a colour.

After I read Finding Lucy to a group of grade-school children,  

I asked them what they thought the story was about. “It’s about 

believing in yourself,” they said. “It’s about feelings and friendship. 

It’s about not giving up.”

 That’s right. I worked on this story for about five years. I pushed 

it and pulled it. I turned it upside down and inside out. It morphed 

about a dozen times but the heart of the story stayed the same. 

Working with Ann Featherstone (fantabulous editor at Pajama 

Press) was an adventure. She is the catalyst that helped me iron out 

the wrinkles in my story.

 In the beginning, Lucy is happy, splashing and splattering, 

painting the colour of laughter. But after a babble of careless, crit-

ical, flabbergasting words, Lucy wobbles. Her confidence is shaken. 

The cat gently encourages her, helping Lucy feel like herself again.

WORDS ARE VERY POWERFUL
While I was trying to find Lucy, I was also busy illustrating other 

books and working on 26 abstract paintings and poems for a show 

at the Art Gallery of Peterborough.

SHORT, SERIOUS, LAUGHING, UNIVERSAL, PERSONAL POEMS.

BIG, DREAMING, QUIET, ZOOMING PAINTINGS.

My world is blue and tangerine. Frogs hop, otters play. Birds fly 

down from the trees and sit on my lap. I tell them stories and then… 

With grit and determination and gumption and pizzazz, I PAINT!

Eugenie Fernandes is an illustrator and author who’s been working in the field of children’s 
literature for many years. Her latest two books are A Likkle Miss Lou written by Nadia L. Hohn 
and Finding Lucy which she wrote and illustrated herself. She has two picture books in the 
oven for 2020.

I went out for lunch with David Suzuki. Raffi sang my song, 

Waves in the Bathtub and I painted Raffi’s song, Everything Grows. 

Painting a story by Olive Senior kept me warm while the snow piled 

up outside. And, after illustrating several stories by Troon Harrison, 

we became good friends. She is my ‘writing group’ when I need 

feedback on a story.

COLLABORATING WITH FAMILY
In our family, everyone is an artist. Sometimes we collaborate on 

books. Henry, my husband, and I wrote Ordinary Amos and the 

Amazing Fish together. Then I did the pencil drawings and Henry 

created the paintings. With her 3D Fimo art, our daughter, Kim, 

illustrated five of my stories including Sleepy Little Mouse. I have 

not yet done a book with our son, Matthew. He’s busy creating  

animated kids’ shows with his company, Industrial Brothers.

NOT ALL MERMAIDS AND BUTTERFLIES
I feel lucky to have been that child who lived in a treehouse with  

a cat and a bird. I hold her safe inside me because the outside world  

is not always mermaids and butterflies. In 1984 I illustrated a book 

about two girls, one white, one black. The story is about their 

friendship. A short while after that book was in print, they asked  

me to redo the cover. I had, of course, put both girls on the cover. 

They only wanted to see the white girl on the front of the book back 

in 1984.

 Children need to see themselves in books, in a positive way.  

They need to hear their voices. They need to be on the cover.

 I recently had the honour and absolute pleasure of illustrating  

A Likkle Miss Lou by Nadia L. Hohn. It’s about Miss Lou’s childhood 

in Jamaica, as a girl who just wanted to be heard in the language 

that she loved.

WWW.BOOKCENTRE.CA  SPRING 2020  CANADIAN CHILDREN’S BOOK NEWS   17



familiar objects in their growing world such as dogs, balls, teddy 

bears and trucks. They are also learning about feelings and books 

that talk about being happy and sad can help them understand 

their emotions. Eighteen months marks a time of growing motor 

development as toddlers learn to help feed and dress themselves. 

They are becoming more independent and books that celebrate 

these important milestones will help cheer them on. At around 24 

months, toddlers are learning about colours, shapes and num-

bers and books can help them master these new concepts. At 36 

months, children are growing into books with longer more com-

plex narratives and they are becoming interested in the characters 

in the stories. As a baby’s skills and interests change, the books you 

share together will grow with them.

 Children become readers one book at a time and thanks to  

the fabulous selection of board books being created by Canadian 

publishers there is no shortage of great books for babies to grow 

into at every age and stage. 

Carol McDougall is an author, editor and champion for early literacy. She was the Founding 
Director of the Read to Me Nova Scotia Early Literacy Program and sits on the working com-
mittee of the Global Network for Early Years Bookgifting.  
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Baby Steps to Reading
By CAROL MCDOUGALL

Over a decade ago, research into the early years showed that 

reading begins at birth. Parents were told to start early and read 

often, but there were few board books for babies being produced in 

Canada at that time. Now the board book genre has blossomed and 

Canadian publishers have created a rich garden of high-quality 

books for babies. 

 Research into the early years has also grown, giving us new 

insight into how, when and what to read to babies. In early lan-

guage development, timing matters. A baby’s brain is built a bit like 

a house — a bottom up process with key timings for specific mile-

stones. And, just as a house needs a good foundation, a baby’s brain 

needs a strong foundation on which to build language skills such 

as vocabulary, comprehension and phonetic awareness. When a 

baby is born, their basic neural structure is in place but the brain’s 

architecture, the billions of connections between the brain cells, 

need to be wired. This wiring happens through positive experi-

ences with the adults in their lives. This is where books come in — 

books bring babies and parents together in a richness of language, 

learning and love. 

 Anyone who’s watched a baby in the early years knows it is a 

time of constant change and development. In these years a baby’s 

brain is building faster than it will at any other time in life and new 

skills are measured by months not years. There are key windows 

of learning for vision, hearing, language and cognitive skills in 

the first months. Research shows us that when and what we read 

to babies matters. Guiding parents to books that align with each 

of their baby’s key learning stages supports that developmental 

growth. Selecting the right book for each stage also helps ensure 

that reading together will be fun for both parent and child. 

 While the right book at the right age and stage is essential to 

nurturing life-long readers, all too often books for babies are 

lumped together in one large category of birth to five years of age. 

This broad definition doesn’t provide parents and caregivers with 

the fine-tuned guidance they need to match the right book with 

each key developmental stage. When it comes to selecting books 

for babies, one size doesn’t fit all. To select the right book for each 

age and stage we need to look at the incredible month-by-month 

developmental changes in the early years.

 Newborns are comforted by the voices of those closest to them 

and love to listen to the rhythm and rhyme in language. At birth 

their vision is a bit blurry, but they are drawn to books with bold 

images and high contrast. Babies love to look at faces and at three 

months of age a book with smiling faces can capture a baby’s 

interest and be the perfect companion for tummy-time.  Around 

six months of age babies love the peek-a-boo surprise of lift-the-

flap books and the tactile experience of touch-and-feel books. 

Pointing is an important first stage of language development and 

around nine months of age babies begin to point to objects in 

books and begin to name the things around them. At 12 months 

a child’s world is expanding, and they love books that show 

“Books bring babies  
and parents together in 
a richness of language, 

learning and love.”

FEATURE EARLY LITERACY



12 MONTHS

Here Babies, There Babies by Nancy Cohen and Carmen Mok 
(Nimbus Publishing)

Upsy-Daisy, Baby! by Susan Hughes and Ashley Barron 
(Owlkids Books)

Will Giraffe Laugh? by Hilary Leung (Scholastic Canada)

18 MONTHS

Look at Me Now! by Carol McDougall, Shanda LaRamee-Jones and 
Carmen Mok (Nimbus Publishing) 

Hat On, Hat Off by Theo Heras and Renée Benoit (Pajama Press)

Zoom Along by Jessica Phillips (Kids Can Press)

24 MONTHS

Baby Cakes by Theo Heras and Renée Benoit (Pajama Press) 

Canada 123 by Paul Covello (HarperTrophy Canada)

ABC of Canada by Kim Bellefontaine and Per-Henrik Gürth 
(Kids Can Press)

36 MONTHS

Red is Best by Kathy Stinson and Robin Baird Lewis (Annick Press)

City Critters by Antonia Banyard (Annick Press)

Good Night, Good Night by Dennis Lee and Qin Leng 
(HarperCollins Canada)

 
NEWBORN

Welcome, Baby by Barbara Reid (Scholastic Canada)

Kisses Kisses, Baby-O! by Sheree Fitch and Hilda Rose 
(Nimbus Publishing)

We Sang You Home by Richard Van Camp and Julie Flett 
(Orca Book Publishers)

Black and White: Visual Stimulation Images for Babies by 
Morgan Asoyuf (Native Northwest)

TWO MONTHS

Tummy Time Friends by Carol McDougall and Shanda LaRamee-Jones 
(Nimbus Publishing)

Kiss by Kiss/Ocêtôwina by Richard Van Camp (Orca Book Publishers)

Sing a Song of Bedtime by Barbara Reid (Scholastic Canada)

SIX MONTHS

Touch and Feel Canadian Animals (First Steps) (Scholastic Canada)

Love You Head to Toe by Ashley Barron (Owlkids Books)

Toesy Toes by Sarah yi-Mei Tsiang (Orca Book Publishers)

NINE MONTHS

Let’s Point: A Point and Talk Book by Carol McDougall and Shanda 
LaRamee-Jones (Nimbus Publishing)

My Heart Fills With Happiness by Monique Gray Smith and Julie Flett 
(Orca Book Publishers)

Sing a Song of Mother Goose by Barbara Reid (Scholastic Canada)

HERE ARE SOME SuGGESTIONS OF BOARD BOOKS FOR THE VARIOuS AGES AND STAGES. 
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Once Upon a Line
written and illustrated by Wallace Edwards

(Pajama Press, 2015)

Where do stories come from? How do ideas 
begin? One rainy night, Wally’s family finds 
an old steamer trunk in the attic. Inside is 
a pile of paintings drawn from a single line 
from an enchanted pen. They could only 
belong to Uncle George, who believed that 
all stories begin with one line and a rich 
imagination.

Ordinary, Extraordinary Jane Austen
written by Deborah Hopkinson

illustrated by Qin Leng

(Balzer & Bray, 2018)

Before Jane Austen became one of our 
greatest writers, she was just an ordinary girl. 
Shy, quiet Jane was a great observer of all 
the things people around her did and said. 
She also loved to read and create her own 
stories. Jane invented an entirely new kind of 
novel — she wrote about the ordinary world 
in the most extraordinary way!

Sky Color
written and illustrated by Peter H. Reynolds

(Candlewick Press, 2012)

When Marisol and her classmates are asked 
to paint a mural for the library, Marisol can’t 
wait to begin. But when she discovers there’s 
no blue in the paint box, she begins to take 
note of the changing colours of the sky and 
gets creative with her sky colour choices.

 Inspiring Creativity
Bookmark! highlights books for a variety of grade levels around a particular theme. 
CCBC’s Library Coordinator, Meghan Howe, has compiled a list of titles that encourage 
creativity, imagination and originality. These titles would make great additions to public, 
school and home libraries.

PICTURE BOOKS FOR  
PRESCHOOL TO GRADE 5 

Any Questions?
written and illustrated by Marie-Louise Gay

(Groundwood Books, 2014)

A whimsical exploration of the writing  
process. When author Marie-Louise Gay has 
a fictional encounter with some very curious 
children, they end up collaborating on a 
fantastical story within a story.

Mary Who Wrote Frankenstein
written by Linda Bailey

illustrated by Júlia Sardà

(Tundra Books, 2018)

This is the story of Mary Shelley, of how  
a writer is born and a legend made. A spine-
tingling tale of a castle, a dead creature, 
scientific discovery and a stormy night… This 
picture book biography tells the story of how 
Mary, 18, stitched it all together to create  
one of the greatest novels of all time.

The Most Magnificent Thing
written and illustrated by Ashley Spires

(Kids Can Press, 2014)

This is a charming book about a girl who 
wants to make the most MAGNIFICENT 
thing! She knows just how it will look and 
how it will work. But making her magnifi-
cent thing is hard, and everything she builds 
comes out wrong. This funny, sweet story 
offers a perfect example of the rewards of 
perseverance and creativity.

Snap!
written by Hazel Hutchins

illustrated by Dušan Petričić

(Annick Press, 2017 ©2015)

Evan’s brand-new set of crayons is perfect 
until — snap! — the brown one breaks in 
two. Then one by one, the others break, get 
crushed, are blown away or simply disappear. 
But Evan discovers that even with just a few 
crayons, he can create new and exciting art —  
his imagination is the only tool he needs.

A Squiggly Story
written by Andrew Larsen

illustrated by Mike Lowery

(Kids Can Press, 2016)

A boy wants to write a story, just like his big 
sister. But though he knows his letters, he 
doesn’t know many words. “Every story starts 
with a single word and every word starts with 
a single letter,” his sister says. So, the boy 
tries. And to his delight, an amazing story 
unfolds.

BOOKMARK! CREATIVITY



Rodent
written by Lisa J. Lawrence

(Orca Book Publishers, 2016)

When Isabelle punches a girl at school, a 
teacher challenges her to participate in a 
group writing project. Isabelle connects with 
a boy and discovers a talent for the only kind 
of drama she can control — the kind that 
happens on the page.

Worlds of Ink and Shadow
Written by Lena Coakley

(HarperCollins Publishers, 2016)

Charlotte, Branwell, Emily and Anne.  
The Brontë siblings have always been 
inseparable. Their vivid imaginations let 
them escape from their strict upbringing, 
transporting them into their created worlds. 
But as Branwell descends into madness and 
the sisters feel their real lives slipping away, 
they must weigh the cost of their powerful 
imaginations.

SENIOR FICTION FOR 
GRADES 7 AND UP

The Fashion Committee
Written by Susan Juby

(HarperCollins Publishers, 2017)

Charlie Dean is a style-obsessed girl who 
eats, sleeps and breathes fashion. John 
Thomas-Smith is a boy who forges metal 
sculptures in his garage and couldn’t care 
less about clothes. But they share one thing 
in common: both are gunning for a coveted 
scholarship to a private art high school.

Maud: A Novel Inspired by  
the Life of L.M. Montgomery
Written by Melanie J. Fishbane

(Penguin Teen Canada, 2017)

Lucy Maud Montgomery, 14, dreams of  
going to college and becoming a writer. 
When she leaves PEI to live with her father 
and his new wife and daughter in  
Saskatchewan, her dream seems possible. 
Here Maud has another chance at love,  
as well as attending school… until Maud  
discovers her stepmother’s plans that 
threaten Maud’s future — and her happiness.

Ophelia
written by Charlotte Gingras

illustrated by Kevin Sylvester

translated by Christelle Morelli and Susan Ouriou

(Groundwood Books, 2018)

The kids at school call her “rag girl” because 
she hides under layers of oversized clothing, 
but she calls herself Ophelia. One night, 
Ophelia finds an abandoned warehouse and 
claims it for her own — a space to make her 
larger-than-life art. When she discovers that 
a classmate is also using the building, the 
two form an uneasy truce.

JUNIOR & INTERMEDIATE FICTION 
FOR GRADES 1-9

Art-Rageous
(Finley Flowers, Book 4)
written by Jessica Young

ilustrated by Jessica Secheret

(Picture Window Books/Capstone, 2015)

Finley can’t wait for the class field trip to 
the art museum. She thinks answering the 
question “What is art?” will be a snap. But 
the more art she sees, the more mixed-up 
she gets... When Finley and her friends make 
some art-rageous portraits of each other, 
they discover the power of art! 

If Found… Please Return to  
Elise Gravel
written and illustrated by Elise Gravel

translated by Shira Adriance

(Drawn & Quarterly, 2017)

Elise Gravel offers readers a sneak peek into 
her sketchbook, where colourful monsters, 
imaginary friends and grumpy things reign 
supreme. Filled with vibrant felt-marker  
illustrations, this book challenges young  
artists to keep a sketchbook and to stop  
worrying about what makes a drawing good 
or bad — Elise draws anything and  
everything and you can, too! young readers 
will also like Gravel’s The Worst Book Ever.

Inkling
written by Kenneth Oppel

illustrated by Sydney Smith

(HarperCollins Publishers, 2018)

He’s whatever he wants to be because he’s 
made entirely of ink! Inkling is on a mission: 
to teach Ethan how to draw, to help Ethan’s 
artist dad get working again — and to try and 
fix something in Ethan’s house and heart.

Operatic
written by Kyo Maclear

illustrated by Byron Eggenschwiler

(Groundwood Books, 2019)

Charlie is trying to find her perfect song for 
a music class assignment. But she’s having 
difficulty concentrating — she can’t stop 
noticing Emile or wondering about Luka. 
Then, her music teacher plays a recording of 
opera diva Maria Callas. Charlie is entranced 
and learns about Maria’s musical life. Can 
Charlie follow the opera diva’s example when 
it comes to her own life?
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 Birdsong  
written and illustrated by Julie Flett

Greystone Kids, 2019

978-1-77164-473-0 (hc) $22.95

for Grades 1 to 3

Picture Book | Inter-generational Friendship |  

Art | Death | Seasons | Cree Language

After Katherena and her mother move from their urban home  
by the sea to a house in the country, the young girl is lonely. Initially, 
she does not feel like drawing. However, her love for creating art is 
rekindled upon meeting a kindred spirit named Agnes, an elderly 
neighbour who is a clay artist. Agnes teaches Katherena about 
crafting with clay, the realm of nature and the waxing and waning 
moons. In return the girl enlightens Agnes about the Cree seasons 
and language. As months evolve and Agnes becomes increasingly 
weaker until she is completely bedridden, the two continue to see 
each other. When Katherena gives her friend a parting gift Agnes says, 
“...it’s like a poem for her heart.”
 Julie Flett has written a poignant and hope-filled story about  
a special inter-generational friendship between two artists which  
ultimately leads to loss. Although her text is spare, the quiet respect 
and affection existing between Katherena and Agnes feel genuine. 
Who would not be moved by their final farewell: “Then I sit with 
Agnes and talk about making things, mucky things and things with 
string and song and paper and words. And then we sit quietly on 
Agnes’s bed until it’s time to say goodbye. I leave with an ache in my 
heart, but I’m so glad to know my friend Agnes.”
 Flett’s inimitable illustrations, rendered in pastel and pencil and 
composited digitally, portray memorable images of changing  
landscapes, domestic interiors, art and, always, birds.

Senta Ross

And Then the Seed Grew 
written and illustrated by Marianne Dubuc

Kids Can Press, 2019

978-1-5253-0207-7 (hc) $18.99

978-1-5253-0393-7 (eBook) $9.99

for Pre-school to Grade 2

Picture Book | Gardens | Cooperation |  

Problem-solving | Ecosystems

A plant-filled garden serves as a bucolic setting for a variety of  
creatures living happily above and below the surface. All is well... until 
an errant seed takes root. Who would believe that something so tiny 
could wreak so much havoc? Besides blocking the ants’ passageways, 
the ever-spreading roots also crack through the mole’s bathroom 
ceiling and invade the home of the field mice. Meanwhile, above 
ground, the leaves trap Mr. Gnome inside his house. In exaspera-
tion, the garden community holds an emergency meeting where 
it is decided to cut the plant down. However, one little character 
intervenes: “Is this plant really so terrible?... Hasn’t its shade kept 
Mr. Gnome’s house cool and comfortable? And wouldn’t the field 
mouselings have great fun climbing its branches? From its highest 
leaves, the ants could easily map out their routes in the garden!  
And don’t forget its fruit...” Fruit? A change of plan rapidly takes place. 
With a bit of ingenuity and thoughtfulness, even daunting situations 
can sometimes be transformed for good.
 Marianne Dubuc has lovingly created a secret garden commu-
nity featuring the homes of a variety of creatures and insects, right 
down to their furniture and home decor. Created on an iPad, Dubuc’s 
detailed illustrations will fascinate children as they examine and  
contemplate an ecosystem which they rarely see, smiles are very 
likely when young readers spot Mr. Gnome’s polka-dot underwear 
hanging on the clothesline. Told in simple text, this story has been 
translated into English from Le jardin de Jaco.

Senta Ross is a former elementary teacher and teacher-librarian in Kitchener, Ontario.

We Recommend
N E W  A N D  N O T E D  B O O K S  F O R  T O D D L E R S  T O  T E E N S

In this issue we have combined our Red Leaf Literature and We Recommend columns. 
Red Leaf Literature titles have been indicated with a red title and maple leaf. (  )
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The Boy Who Invented the Popsicle: 
The Cool Science Behind Frank  
Epperson’s Famous Frozen Treat
written by Anne Renaud 

illustrated by Milan Pavlović

Kids Can Press, 2019

978-1-5253-0028-8 (hc) $18.99

978-1-5253-0383-8 (eBook) $9.99

for Kindergarten to Grade 3

Non-fiction Picture Book | Biography | Frank Epperson | Popsicles | STEM |  

Inventors | Inventions

Even as a young boy, born in 1894, Frank William Epperson had  
a dream for himself. He wanted to invent things — great things.  
He wanted to be known for his inventions. His mind was filled with 
questions, and he was not afraid to ask them.
 Frank also loved to experiment, using the back porch as his lab and 
coming up with design after design for a wide variety of inventions. 
He also loved to experiment with liquids; his favourite ones were 
flavoured soda waters. He appreciated the sounds, the smells and the 
feel of all those bubbles on his tongue. He bought various flavoured 
powders and used them for experimenting with taste.
 Never one to give up, Frank was constantly working to make the 
neighbourhood a better place for the children, and he was always  
in charge of the soda water stand. One day when the outside temper-
ature suddenly plummeted, Frank got to thinking about what might 
happen to a liquid left outside on a cold night. Morning came, and 
Frank was able to enjoy ‘a frozen drink on a stick!’ What a surprise!
 He never forgot about that icy stick and worked tirelessly to 
improve it. He called it an Ep-sicle. One of his own kids inspired the 
new name — Pop-sicle!
 The science experiments included are perfect for inspiring bud-
ding scientists to try some of Frank’s investigations. An author’s note 
provides additional information about Frank and his many successes. 
Archival photos are wonderful, and a bibliography encourages further 
reading.
 Intrepid inventors teach an important lesson — never give up on 
your dreams. 

Sally Bender is a retired teacher-librarian and avid blogger about children’s literature.

 The Children’s Guide to  
Arctic Butterflies  
written by Mia Pelletier 

illustrated by Danny Christopher

Inhabit Media, 2019

978-1-77227-177-5 (hc) $16.95

for Grades 3 to 8 

Non-fiction Picture Book | Natural History Guide |  

Butterflies | Arctic Regions | Animal Adaptations

Butterflies in the Arctic tundra? Thankfully this is not a global warming 
phenomenon, but an impressive example of animal adaptations, 
where natural ‘antifreeze’ compounds are among some of the ways 
butterflies thrive in their northern habitats. Teaming up on their 
second natural history guide, Pelletier and Christopher bring years of 
experience in the Arctic, as ecologist and art instructor respectively, 
to educating young readers about these hardy insects. Twelve but-
terflies from the four main families found in the North are featured, 
following brief explanations of the differences between butterflies 
and moths, the parts of a butterfly, their life cycle and their biological 
mechanisms for surviving the brief summers and cold winters. Each 
of the butterflies has a two-page spread with illustration and text.  

The text includes wingspan, Latin name, winter adaptations and 
descriptions of its adult and caterpillar stages, flight pattern and 
preferred Arctic habitat. There is also a “fluttering fact” that provides 
entertaining insights, such as certain butterflies dining on carrion, 
dung and sweat. 
 The book is a handsome mix of art and typography, something an 
art enthusiast would appreciate. Christopher’s full-page illustrations 
feature almost photorealistic butterflies on lichen-splotched rock  
or painterly vegetation. They could be framed and hung for their 
compositions, colours and textures.
 This guide would also appeal to eight- to 13-year-olds interested 
in natural history and could easily support classroom discussions on 
animal adaptations. Those readers who live anywhere from Alaska to 
Labrador to Ellesmere Island, where the butterflies are found, have an 
additional opportunity to become citizen scientists by photographing 
one of the caterpillars Pelletier says has not yet been described in 
North America.

Aliki Tryphonopoulos is the parent of a young reader and a former children’s librarian.

Clarence’s Big Secret
written by Christine MacGregor Cation and  

Roy MacGregor

illustrated by Mathilde Cinq-Mars

Owlkids Books, 2020

978-1-77147-331-6 (hc) $19.95

for Grades 1 to 3

Picture Book | Biography | Illiteracy | Farm Life |  

Secrets | Family

Clarence is born into a large farm family who lives deep in the 
woods. He is resourceful and strong and quickly takes on many of the 
responsibilities of farm life. His first day in a one-room schoolhouse, 
the teacher mistakes him to be older than he is and asks him, in front 
of the class, to spell his name. Some of the students snicker when 
Clarence is unable to do so. He is so embarrassed that he runs home 
and does not return to school. years go by and Clarence is successful, 
but he always worries that people will discover that he never learned 
to read. Clarence’s wife helps him hide his secret but, when she 
passes away, Clarence finally learns to read at 93. He discovers the 
many joys of reading and becomes an inspiration to others.
  This is an ambitious picture book as it tells the true-life story of 
Clarence Brazier and spans from his childhood to the age of 100. 
Throughout the book, the author never overtly states that Clarence’s 
secret is that he is illiterate. Astute readers will, however, be able to 
guess. Readers who do not pick up on this theme will, nonetheless, 
be able to enjoy learning about growing up in a rural setting in the 
past in a big family as the love and support of family are also impor-
tant themes. Back matter includes photos and facts about Clarence’s 
life, including his work as a literacy advocate in Ontario. 
 This book is best read with an adult to encourage a conversation 
about illiteracy.

Amanda Halfpenny is a librarian at École Élémentaire Pierre-Elliott Trudeau in Toronto.
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Come Back to Earth, Esther!
written and illustrated by Josée Bisaillon 

Nimbus Publishing, 2019

978-1-77108-784-1 (hc) $ 19.95

for Preschool to Grade 2

Picture Book | STEM | Science and Nature |  

Imagination and Play | Diversity  

Esther is just an ordinary girl, passionate about 
chocolate spread and space. Whether at school or the dinner table, in 
the ocean or in bed, Esther is always dreaming, thinking and reading 
about space. Long wanting to invent a vehicle for taking her into 
space, she finally sets to work, gathering the materials and tools she 
needs and then nailing, gluing, measuring, cutting and re-cutting, 
adjusting and re-adjusting, testing and reflecting, sanding and 
painting until at last her spacecraft is complete. She even makes her 
own space suit. The launch is successful and as her ship leaves the 
earth behind, she discovers that space is “even more beautiful than 
Esther had imagined.” 
 From a diverse family, Esther is a fun, engaging character who is as 
confident in her ability to concentrate on school work when needed 
as she is in her ability to do whatever she must — research, plan, build 
and more — to achieve her dreams. The illustrations give us a deep 
intimate look at not only Esther’s limitless imagination, but also at her 
seemingly boundless determination and effort to shape what was 
once in her imagination into reality. 

Ken Kilback is a writer and primary teacher in Vancouver.

 In My Anaana’s Amautik 
written by Nadia Sammurtok

illustrated by Lenny Lishchenko

Inhabit Media, 2019

978-1-77227-252-9 (hc) $16.95

for Preschool to Grade 2

Picture Book | Family | Indigenous | Inuit | Inuktitut

Warm, cozy, calm, soft, safe, peaceful, happy, home and loved. With 
simple, but powerful prose Nadia Sammurtok describes how a baby 
feels when nestled into Anaana’s (mother’s) amautik (a pouch to carry 
a baby in the back of a parka). The reader is invited to experience 
these feelings through the eyes of the little one who is fortunate to be 
snuggled inside the amautik. 
 Lenny Lishchenko’s full, double-page illustrations are soft and 
soothing, matching the tone of the book. Within the illustrations, she 
conveys to the reader the sensory experiences and feelings that the 
text evokes. There is a short glossary with a few Inuktitut translations 
at the end of the book, as well as a link to pronunciation resources.
  With a lullaby tone, this book brings the beauty of the Arctic and 
the love and warmth that is shared between a young Inuit child and 
mother to the reader. Highly recommended for home and public 
libraries.

Colette Poitras is a member of the Métis Nation of Alberta, holds a Masters degree in 
Library and Information Science and is the Manager of the Indigenous Public Outreach for 
Public Library Services Branch, Alberta.
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Nibi’s Water Song
written by Sunshine Tenasco

illustrated by Chief Lady Bird

North Winds Press/Scholastic Canada, 2019

978-1-4431-0789-1 (hc) $19.99

for Pre-School to Grade 2

Picture Book | Clean Water | Environment | 

Activism | Indigenous

Sunshine Tenasco tells the story of Nibi (which means water in  
Anishinaabemowin). She is thirsty, but there is no clean water in her 
community to drink. The water from the tap is brown, and the river 
water is also polluted. Nibi goes from door to door in the next town 
over and, through her activism, is able to raise awareness and get 
clean water for her community.
 Chief Lady Bird’s illustrations are bold, expressive and bright.  
She threads Indigenous inspired designs of beadwork, flowers and 
animals on each page. Discerning readers will note the beaded  
pendant that Nibi wears, as well the sparkles and personality of her 
hair on each page.
 This book educates children about the lack of clean water in 
Indigenous communities; it empowers children to know they each 
have a voice and that together, people can make a difference. A short 
afterword, about the lack of clean drinking water within Indigenous 
communities throughout Canada, is included.
 Not only an entertaining read, this is also an important educational 
resource, which will hopefully serve as a conversation starter about 
clean water as a human right.

Colette Poitras

 One Is a Lot (Except When It’s Not)  
written by Muon Thi Van

illustrated by Pierre Pratt

Kids Can Press, 2019

978-1-5253-0013-4 (hc) $18.99

978-1-5253-0381-4 (eBook) $9.99

for Kindergarten to Grade 2

Picture Book | Number Concepts | Counting | Park Activities

So begins a clever romp among the numbers zero, one and two,  
as well as the concepts of ‘not enough’, ‘too much’ or ‘ just the right 
amount.’ Muon Thi Van’s playful text, together with Pierre Pratt’s spir-
ited illustrations, takes place in a park where readers are introduced to 
a variety of characters and perspectives. A squirrel carries one acorn, 
but when it attempts to transport two acorns one is dropped because 
two acorns are simply too much to carry. A young girl and boy meet 
while walking their dogs. “One leash is a lot. But 2 is too much.” 
Pictured are the duo of leashes getting entangled. We then witness 
the children growing up into adults with a child and dog of their own. 
How interesting to note that they are enjoying a picnic under an oak 
tree which grew from the acorn dropped by the squirrel years before! 
In this case one is a lot!
 Although Van’s text is minimal, it resounds with inventive ideas. “1 
hello is a lot. 1 cloud is a lot. 1 umbrella is a lot. But 0 is just right.” The 
words are closely linked to Pratt’s artwork, rendered in pencil and 
digitally in Photoshop, which provides important information. In this 
instance, the children meet, there is one cloud, one umbrella protects 
them from the rain and the rain disappears. It all depends on what is 
being counted.
 Who knew that zero, one and two could be so much fun and be 
laden with so much intrigue?

Senta Ross
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 Pierre & Paul: Avalanche!  
written by Caroline Adderson

illustrated by Alice Carter

Owlkids Books, 2020

978-1-77147-327-9 (hc) $18.95

for Kindergarten to Grade 3

Picture Book | Friendship | Explorers | Food |  

Multiculturalism | Bilingualism

Pierre and Paul are friends who love to embark on journeys of  
exploration. One day, when climbing the Himalayas, they realize  
that they have forgotten a snack and return to Pierre’s to prepare a 
sandwich. They create farcical combinations of different foods until 
the sandwich is as high as the mountain they were just climbing.  
Alas, the tower of a sandwich cannot survive such a height; however, 
Paul learns an important lesson in trying new things.
 It is rare that to see such a successfully written and illustrated 
bilingual French/English picture book. Instead of having the same text 
translated into both languages, the two friends seamlessly converse 
back in forth in their respective language. For bilingual readers, this 
creates a great flow to the dialogue and readers can focus on the 
comical storyline and brightly coloured illustrations. This book is 
laugh-out-loud funny and Alice Carter’s illustrations are teeming with 
amusing details. Many children will identify with Paul’s assertion that 
he does not like salad; yet the author cleverly presents the logic that if 
Paul was ready to eat all the same ingredients in a sandwich then why 
not try them mixed in a bowl? The strength of this book is that it there 
is no pedagogical message about the multicultural nature of this 
friendship. Pierre and Paul are friends who have a wonderful adven-
ture and that alone will bring joy to young readers. 

Amanda Halfpenny
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 The Proudest Blue:  
A Story of Hijab and Family 
written by Ibtihaj Muhammad with S.K. Ali

illustrated by Hatem Aly

Little, Brown and Company, 2019

978-0-316-51900-7 (hc) $23.49

for Kindergarten to Grade 6

Picture Book | Family | Love | Faith | Muslim Heritage

young readers will enjoy hearing the experiences of two sisters who 
love and support each other in a book that tackles bullying with a 
positive message. For the first day of school, kindergarten student 
Faizah has a brand-new knapsack and shoes that light up when she 
twirls. Her older sister, Asiya, who is in grade six, has chosen a blue 
hijab, the cloth worn by Muslim women, to wear to school for the  
first time. 
 While adoring Faizah thinks her sibling looks like a princess in her 
hijab, not everyone reacts the same way — some children laugh and 
a boy yells that he is going to pull the tablecloth off Asiya. Faizah 
encourages her older sister to stay strong and draws a picture of 
them both as princesses wearing hijab in her class. Their mother 
teaches them to take pride in their hijab and encourages them to 
ignore the hurtful words said by others.
 The authors, Olympic medalist Ibtihaj Muhammad and S.K. Ali, 
wrote a book to reach out to young Muslim girls and to encourage 
them to find beauty and pride in wearing the hijab. The illustrations by 
Hatem Aly in this picture book are bright and colourful — perfect to 
share with young people to teach them about respecting differences. 
Educators will be able to open the dialogue about young members  
of their class who wear hijab in a fun and playful way.

Kubra Mir 
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OF DEREK COWELL

Valerie Sherrard

What’s funny going up is 
even funnier going down.

$13.95
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RADAR

Judith Clark

The uplifting story
of a teen’s coming-out.

$15.95
ISBN 978-1-77086-566-2

MESSENGER 93
Barbara Radecki

A crow’s prophecy begins
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$15.95
ISBN 978-1-77086-568-6

Available at Better Bricks-and-Mortar
Bookstores Near You



nating facts abound — snails produce mucus allowing them to slide 
forward, water beetles have two sets of eyes to see above and below 
the water, a kangaroo uses its tail as an extra leg, cheetahs run fast 
because of very large oxygen-bearing lungs and nasal cavities, and 
fleas’ pointy heads easily push through fur.  
 With its thorough index and a source-list acknowledging the work 
of biomechanics pioneer Robert McNeill Alexander, this is an excel-
lent choice for personal reading or projects. It is augmented by many 
full-colour, attractive illustrations and diagrams that entertain, clarify 
and amplify upon the well-presented information. In describing the 
logistics of movement, it does so in such a way that children will 
never look at animals in the same way again. Above all it exhorts  
children to “keep wandering… keep watching… keep learning!”

Aileen Wortley is a retired children’s librarian from Toronto.

 The Scarecrow  
written by Beth Ferry

illustrated by Eric Fan and Terry Fan

HarperCollins Canada, 2019

978-0-06-247576-3 (hc) $23.99

for Kindergarten to Grade 2

Picture Book | Scarecrow | Crows | Friendship | 

Countryside | Seasons | Emotions 

Scarecrow performs his lonely job well. Standing in a field throughout 
all the seasons, his solitary figure frightens animals and birds 
away. “He never rests. / He never bends. / He’s never had a single 
friend, / for all the woodland creatures know / not to mess with old 
Scarecrow.”
 Scarecrow’s life changes when a baby crow falls to the ground 
from a nearby tree. After breaking his pole in order to bend and pick 
up the nestling, he offers it protection inside his overalls close to his 
heart. A wonderful friendship emerges with both characters thriving 
in each other’s company. Sadly, when autumn arrives, Crow flies 
away, leaving behind a heartbroken Scarecrow. A wonderful and 
unexpected event occurs in the spring when Crow returns with a 
mate, only to build a nest inside the overalls where he once lived and 
felt safe. New life and friendships begin.
 Using an ‘AABB’ rhyme scheme, Beth Ferry has composed an 
enchanting tale about two unlikely companions who are better 
together than apart. Transformed from ‘guard’ to ‘guardian’, Scare-
crow proves to be a most memorable presence whose steadfast 
loyalty and caring impart an important message to all.
 Employing pencil, ballpoint and Photoshop, the Fan Brothers have 
created the most stunning vistas of the countryside in all seasons 
and weather. Fields, as far as the eye can see, are always punctuated 
by the ever-present cipher standing watch. Their illustrations are so 
detailed that one can almost feel the textures of Scarecrow’s overalls, 
burlap and straw emanating from the pages.
 

Senta Ross

Recess in the Dark:  
Poems from the Far North
written by Kalli Dakos

illustrated by Erin Mercer

DC Canada, 2019

978-1-77205-349-4 (hc) $18.95

for Grades 2 to 4

Poetry | Arctic Regions

Recess in the Dark is a spirited collection of 25 poems about the  
Far North. Author Kalli Dakos, a former teacher in Inuvik, shares her 
keen observation of what school life, or more specifically playground 
life, is like when the sun doesn’t appear in the sky. Instead the children 
play their ingenious games under the stars, moonlight and the great 
Northern Lights. These warm-hearted poems are short, punchy and 
full of mischief. The poems cry out to be read aloud. Nature is also  
a part of this experience and the poems are full of references to  
the surrounding landscape and natural \elements. Underneath the  
mirth and whimsy is a contemplative feeling and a sense of the  
wonderment and beauty of the North. In addition to the poems  
are short explanatory notes about their subjects. These notes are 
helpful to teachers, but not necessary for the enjoyment of the 
poems themselves.
 Illustrator Erin Mercer cleverly overcomes the challenge of 
illustrating ‘the dark’ with her full-bleed illustrations that are brim-
ming with light and colour. The children’s multicoloured snowsuits, 
scarves, gloves and boots stand out against the midnight blue back-
ground. The Northern Lights shimmer on the pages. Arrangement 
and layout of the poems add to the overall enjoyment of the book. 
Particularly noteworthy is how well text and illustration work for the 
poem “Gary’s Underwear”. The words LONG UNDERWEAR appear 
vertically on the double-page spread while several stretched-out  
legs of long underwear intertwine and knot around themselves.
 The delectable poems and energetic illustrations evoke the magic 
of children playing with abandon in Recess in the Dark, a book to be 
shared and savoured.

Theo Heras is a former children’s librarian and an author whose book, The Haircut, is out 
in the spring of 2020.

 Running Wild:  
Awesome Animals in Motion   
written by Galadriel Watson

illustrated by Samantha Dixon

Annick Press, 2020

978-1-77321-370-5 (hc) $19.95

978-1-77322-369-9 (pb) $14.95

for Grades 2 to 5

Non-fiction | Animal Locomotion |  

Animal Movement | Biomechanics
 

In six chapters, each based on one specific type of locomotion, the 
author draws upon various scientific principles to show the intriguing 
range of adaptations animals use to move. Readers learn that in the 
study of animal movement, known as biomechanics, all creatures 
contend with such forces as gravity or drag and whether a walker, 
crawler, climber, swinger, glider, flyer, floater or under-water traveler, 
all animals depend on mobility for survival. Within each chapter one 
or two amazing animals are highlighted, revealing how their specific 
adaptations enable them to find food, evade predators or find a  
mate or home. 
 This is an enlightening and well-researched book that provides 
information in a straightforward and entertaining manner. Fasci-
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the siblings record their journey, their dreams, their stories and more 
in their own journals. They come to realise, though, that they are part 
of a story and that they can keep adding to it because it is always 
open and always moving, even when they are finally welcomed to a 
new ‘here’.

Ken Kilback

 Summer North Coming  
written by Dorothy Bentley

illustrated by Jessica Bartram 

Fitzhenry & Whiteside, 2019

978-1-5545-5465-2 (hc) $19.95

for Kindergarten to Grade 2 

Non-fiction Picture Book | Poetry | Seasons |  

Northern Canada 

This lyrical picture book conveys the delights and freedom of living 
in Canada’s North as depicted by children going about their lives 
throughout the year. It captures the magic of summer complete  
with muskeg roses, berry picking, warm sunshine and water-play 
and the gradual changes as leaves change colour, food is stored and 
summer waves goodbye. The encroaching darkness of winter brings 
compensations as children play in the snow, build quinzees, go  
sledding, listen to stories and enjoy the warmth of family life. Finally, 
the melting snow signals once again that Summer North is coming.  
This attractive union of words and illustrations is a feast for the eyes 
and ears, conveying the pleasant carefree aspects of northern living 
while only hinting at the harshness. The simple, rhythmic poetry  
captures the playfulness and lilt of a northern dialect, its melodic 
content mirrored in the bright drawings full of rich detail. They reveal 
happy go lucky children enjoying the changing seasons and family 
togetherness in large cheerful illustrations over double pages, cap-
turing the timelessness of the natural habitat. With a satisfying circular 
pattern, the book ends where it begins as summer re-emerges and 
once again the children go boating. 
 This is a gentle, contemplative and thought-provoking book about 
seasons, revealing a Canadian lifestyle with which many children are 
unfamiliar. It is a book perfect for sharing one-on-one and for  
discussion in classroom and library settings.

Aileen Wortley

 The Train 
written by Jodie Callaghan

illustrated by Georgia Lesley

Second Story Press, 2020

978-1-77260-129-9 (hc) $17.95

for Grades 1 to 3

Picture Book | Family | Residential Schools |  

Truth and Reconciliation | Indigenous | Mi’gmaq

Jodie Callaghan masterfully weaves a gentle story introducing 
children to the residential school system through the eyes of Ashley, 
in conversation with her uncle. He explains to her that because they 
were different, he and other children were sent to residential school 
on a train. He now waits at the tracks to not only remember what 
happened, but to wait for everything lost to come back to him and 
the other children, who also went to the school.
 Georgia Lesley’s lovely illustrations are powerful in demonstrating 
the warmth of the reserve that Ashley and her uncle live on and 
the contrast with the coldness and fear of life within the residential 
school.

 The Spacesuit: How a Seamstress 
Helped Put Man on the Moon  
written by Alison Donald

illustrated by Ariel Landy 

Maverick Arts Publishing / Thomas, Allen &  

Son, 2019

978-1-84886-415-3 (hc) $25.99

for Grades 1 to 5

Non-fiction Picture Book | History | Spacesuits | Seamstresses | Cooperation | 

Determination | Gender Inequality 

Just as Hidden Figures made the public aware of the contributions  
of four black women to the early American forays into space,  
The Spacesuit shines a light on a group of seamstresses, led by 
Eleanor “Ellie” Foraker, who created the spacesuits used during the 
legendary Apollo 11 moon landing. The stakes were high for Ellie 
and her team — they battled design frontiers, the limits of traditional 
machinery and time — as their company entered the competition 
to create the spacesuits only six weeks before the deadline. Alison 
Donald tells this tale of the unlikely team-up of Ellie and her fellow 
seamstresses, accustomed to sewing girdles and bras for Playtex,  
and a team of male engineers, who were receptive to learning from 
these women about fabric properties and hand-sewing a seam  
within 1/64th of an inch.   
 That this story is fast-paced and compelling is a credit shared  
by both author and illustrator. The writing is deftly separated into  
the body, dialogue, fact panels, timeline, biographical blurb and 
glossary, so readers can choose their levels of engagement. Landy’s 
art is a warm patchwork of panels and diagonals, creating movement 
and excitement in scenes that could have been stagnant. Gender 
inequality is not referenced overtly in this tale for six- to 10-year-olds, 
but Landy’s leitmotiv of sewing supplies embedded in constellations 
and her images of the young and older Ellie gazing up at the moon 
make the reader wonder how things might have been different if 
more women had participated in the space dream. 

Aliki Tryphonopoulos

 Story Boat  
written by Kyo Maclear

illustrated by Rashin Kheiriyeh 

Tundra Books, 2020

978-0-735-26359-8 (hc) $21.99

978-0-735-26360-4 (eBook) $10.99

for Preschool to Grade 2

Picture Book | Refugees | Crisis | Imagination | Belonging

The particular ‘here’ that once provided a sense of comfort and 
belonging to a girl and her younger brother is now lost to them, 
their lives uprooted as their family and others are forced to flee their 
homes. In trying to make sense of her life now, the girl draws an X in 
the ground to show that ‘here’ is simply wherever they are in a given 
moment. In time, she and her brother come to see that ‘here’ can be 
a cup filled with warmth, an apricot-coloured blanket, a bright lamp, 
a strong flower and more. She comes to understand that ‘here’ is in 
the shared love and support she and her family have for one another 
during their long difficult journey together. 
 Rashin Kheiriyeh’s gorgeous illustrations make fabulous use of 
a palette comprising of oranges, browns, blacks and whites on 
soft blue. Kyo Maclear’s poetic text is rich and engaging, naturally 
rhythmic and perfect in word choice and phrasing. In text and illus-
trations, refugees are shown as real people, in ways that are relatable 
to children and will deeply resonate with them. Throughout the book, 
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 The winner of the Second Story Press Indigenous Writing  
Contest, this is a compelling story. It masterfully conveys to children 
the complexities of the pain of residential school, but also the tender 
and loving relationship between Ashley and her uncle. Ashley decides 
to demonstrate to her uncle that he is not alone and she commits to 
waiting at the tracks with him. The book includes a short glossary of 
Mi’gmaq words used within the story, as well as a statement about 
residential schools.
 Highly recommended for home, school and public libraries as a 
lovely story, but also as a conversation starter about the history of 
residential schools and truth and reconciliation.

Colette Poitras

 Treasure   
written by Mireille Messier

illustrated by Irene Luxbacher  

Orca Book Publishers, 2019

978-1-4598-1734-0 (hc) $19.95

978-1-4598-1736-4 (eBook) $4.99

for Toddlers to Grade 1

Picture Book | Siblings | Adventure |  

Exploration | Treasure Hunting | Nature  

A sister and younger brother search for treasure in the surrounding 
meadows and woodlands. While the boy discovers such fascinating 
things as a feather, acorn, and cottonwood fluff, the girl points out 
that a treasure is shiny, mysterious, precious, and, most of all, hidden. 
As their quest continues, the boy’s enthusiasm wanes, but he puts the 
treasures he’s already found in his pockets. Eventually, the brother 
decides to give up. But his sister perseveres, sensing that something 
truly remarkable lies close. When she climbs “ just a little bit farther” 
up a hill, she finds it—something shiny, mysterious, precious, and 
hidden! yet something so large and spectacular that it will not fit in 
any of their pockets. 
 Messier’s writing is spare, the tale told entirely in dialogue form, the 
characters’ voices clear and engaging, their conversations allowing 
us to experience a certain intimacy with them. There are special 
moments of quiet observation, enjoyment, and self-reflection in the 
interspersing of wordless spreads. Using such materials as graphite, 
watercolours, acrylic paints, soft pencil crayons, and found papers, 
Luxbacher creates gorgeous illustrations that are rich in the detail, 
beauty, and immensity of the natural world, including many other 
lovely treasures that the children encounter and revel in. When their 
goal is reached, the experience is so powerful and humbling that 
the siblings can have only one response — to return to nature the 
treasures already gathered and return home with the memory of the 
precious experience itself deep inside them. 

Ken Kilback

The Truth About Wind
written by Hazel Hutchins and Gail Herbert

illustrated by Dušan Petričić

Annick Press, 2020

978-1-77321-388-0 (hc) $21.95

for Preschool to Grade 2

Picture Book | Imagination | Play | Social Values | 

Truth | Fairness

After a creaking wagon and people pass outside Jesse’s backyard 
fence, a shiny black horse-on-wheels remains behind. Jesse tugs the 
toy inside by the reins and tells his mother it came from grandma.  
He names his horse Wind because “he runs faster than any horse in 
the world,” and their lively, inventive play captures the joy of a beloved 
toy. But Jesse’s unease grows as he tells more lies and hides Wind 
from his former owners. Finally, Jesse returns the horse to them 
through the fence, and their joy makes his sadness and confusion 
melt away.
 In Jesse, Hutchins and Herbert have created a complex,  
memorable character with a fierce imagination and layered emotions. 
Their simple text and clear dialogue bring Jesse’s dilemma to life, and 
the perfect pacing of her story shows how he gradually gets caught 
up in his own lies. Petričić’s pencil-and-digital illustrations evoke the 
energy of unbridled play as Wind leaps and slides across the page, 
while Jesse’s increasing confusion is well-portrayed when he literally 
becomes more and more entangled within Wind’s reins. Jesse’s  
resolution manages to be both satisfying and honest without 
moralizing.
 This galloping story will engage young readers and prompt  
meaningful conversation about truth and fair play. 

Karen Krossing is a Toronto author and recent MFA graduate.

 The Body Under the Piano  
(Aggie Morton, Mystery Queen, Book 1)
written by Marthe Jocelyn

illustrations by Isabell Follath

Tundra Books, 2020

978-0-735-26546-2 (hc) $18.99

978-0-735-26547-9 (eBook) $10.99

for Grades 4 to 8

Historical Fiction | Mystery | Detectives | Agatha Christie  

Aggie Morton lives in a small town off the coast of England. She  
has an active imagination and a creative spirit, but life can be boring 
for a young lady. That is, until she crosses paths with 12-year-old 
Belgian immigrant Hector Perot and they discover a dead body at the 
Mermaid Dance Room. As the list of suspects grows, it takes all of 
Aggie’s curiosity, deductive skills and help from her friends to solve 
the mystery.
 The first book in this new middle-grade mystery series draws  
inspiration from Agatha Christie, imagining the mystery queen as 
a child and pairing her with her famous detective Hercule Poirot. 
Aggie is a clever girl who, unlike many girls her age in 1902, has been 
educated. She is smart, strong and unbothered by a little thing like a 
dead body. She is also shy and readers will relate to the extreme stage 
fright that causes her to stutter when asked to read her poetry aloud.
 When two of her favourite people are suspected of murder, Aggie 
is determined to get to the truth. While Hector is not quite Watson to 
her Holmes, he is a likeable sidekick and draws subtle attention to the 
often ill treatment of immigrants and refugees. Aggie’s grandmother 
also adds some colour to the story and is portrayed as more modern 
and open-minded than Aggie’s mother.
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Come Back to  
Earth, Esther!

Art and Words by Josée Bisaillon
9781771087841 |$22.95

picture book (STEM) | Ages 4–7

A Pocket of Time
The Poetic Childhood of  

Elizabeth Bishop
Words by Rita Wilson

Art by Emma FitzGerald
9781771088091 | $23.95
picture book | Ages 6–9

My Hair is Beautiful
By Shauntay Grant

9781771087667| $9.95
board book | Ages 0–3

Tummy Time Friends
By Carol McDougall and  
Shanda LaRamee-Jones

9781771087674 | $12.95
board book | 0-3

New from Nimbus
“beguiling illustrations  

and inviting text” 
 – Quill & Quire

Shortlisted for the Elizabeth 
Mrazik-Cleaver Canadian 

Picture Book Award

Toronto Public Library 
First & Best Selection

Accordion Style 
 with Mirror

@nimbuspub

Small Press. Important Books.

Feminist, Social Justice Board Books!

English & Ojibwe

April
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 Readers will love the baku battles (think robot wars) which give 
Lacey a chance to demonstrate her engineering skills and bond with 
her classmates. They’ll also be intrigued by how realistic these robotic 
creatures are and the deep emotional connection that exists between 
bakus and their owners.
 McCulloch’s worldbuilding is excellent and the future she  
imagines seems possible. She also touches on issues such as tech 
addiction and the positive and negative impact of smart technology. 
The fact that the protagonist is a girl who excels in STEM will  
hopefully encourage other girls who dream of working in this field.
 Overall this is a highly enjoyable and well-crafted novel with a  
cliff-hanger ending that suggests more excitement to come. 

Rachel Seigel

 Me and Banksy  
written by Tanya Lloyd Kyi

Puffin Books, 2020

978-0-735-26691-9 (hc) $18.99

978-0-735-26692-6 (eBook) $10.99

for Grades 5 to 8

Fiction | Banksy | Art | Protest | Privacy | Security |  

Civil Rights | Ethics | Censorship | Authority | School |  

Friendship

Thirteen-year-old Dominica Rivers attends the Mitchell Academy 
where the motto is securitas genera victoria (security breeds suc-
cess). When Dominica’s ethics teacher begins a unit on privacy and 
security, Dominica takes note of the new cameras that have been 
installed throughout the school. Dominica soon finds herself as one 
of several students starring in embarrassing videos that are being 
circulated online. The videos appear to have been taken at angles 
consistent with the position of the school cameras. When Ms Plante, 
the principal, refuses to concede that there is a problem, Dominica 
and her friends take inspiration from the street artist Banksy to create 
an enormous piece of public art that will bring the problem to light.
 Readers will easily empathize with Dominica — her feelings of 
anger, humiliation and incredulity. When complaints are made to the 
principal, she will not acknowledge that the school is responsible. 
And when their ethics teacher cuts short the unit on privacy and 
security, it seems that discussion is being censored. This increasingly 
alarming state of affairs keeps tensions high and the pages turning.  
Dominica (eventually joined by her friends) begins a silent insurrec-
tion against the principal and her principles using art as pointed  
commentary. In doing so, she reclaims her own agency and control 
over the narrative. 
 Tanya Lloyd Kyi has created a book that is decidedly aimed at 
issues facing young people today — civil rights, privacy, censorship 
and authority. In doing so, she has also highlighted the role of art in 
affecting positive change in the world.

Ildiko Sumegi is a reviewer from Ottawa and the mother of two young readers.

 The mystery is well-crafted and readers will be kept guessing until 
the end. The violence and gore are minimal and while the characters 
do face some peril, it’s more suspenseful than scary. A perfect way  
to introduce young readers to the mystery genre.

Rachel Seigel is the Adult Fiction Specialist at Library Services Centre.

The Copycat 
written by Wendy McLeod MacKnight

Greenwillow Books/HarperCollins, 2020

978-0-0626-6833-2 (hc) $21.00

978-0-0626-6835-6 (eBook) $11.99

for Grades 4 to 8

Fiction | Friendship | Mystery | Family Drama | Self-discovery

When Ali and her parents move to Saint John,  
New Brunswick to live with Gigi, her feisty great-grandmother,  
Ali hopes that this time may be different, and they can stay here for 
good. Then she wouldn’t have to keep starting at new schools and 
struggling to make new friends. Things start off well and Ali finds 
herself trying to juggle several new friendships. However, she also 
discovers that she has inherited the ability to transform into another 
person or creature, which complicates matters. And, if that were not 
enough, she also decides to try to reunite her feuding family mem-
bers in time to celebrate Gigi’s 100th birthday. As she tries to come 
to terms with her newfound powers and to make everyone in her life 
happy, Ali comes to realize that even though she can make herself 
look like someone else, it is more important for her to just be herself.
 This latest offering from Wendy McLeod MacKnight is filled with 
warmth and wisdom. Ali is an endearing protagonist who’s longing  
to fit in will resonate with many young readers. The lessons she learns 
about how to be a friend are simple and straightforward but none-
theless meaningful. While she carefully navigates these relationships, 
she also finds herself immersed in familial discord as she learns about 
painful family secrets and divisions. MacKnight skillfully weaves these 
various storylines together to create a delicately nuanced tale that 
combines elements of mystery, family drama and self-discovery into 
a singularly satisfying yarn.

Lisa Doucet is Co-Manager of Woozles in Halifax.

Jinxed
(Jinxed, Book 1)
written by Amy McCulloch

Sourcebooks Young Readers, 2020

978-1-4926-8374-2 (hc) $23.99

for Grades 4 to 8

Fiction | Mystery | STEM | Engineering | Smart Technology | 

Tech Addiction

Lacey Chu desperately wants to work as a companioneer for 
MONCHA, the biggest tech firm in the world and the creators of 
‘baku’ — a customizable pet that functions as a smartphone, personal 
assistant and companion. One night Lacey stumbles on the broken 
form of a highly advanced baku and after repairing it names it Jinx. 
She soon learns that Jinx is part of a dangerous secret and there are 
those that will stop at nothing to get it back. Can Lacey hold onto  
Jinx and realize her dreams?
 Amy McCulloch’s new middle-grade novel is a thrilling tech adven-
ture that will resonate with today’s device-loving kids. Thanks to her 
discovery, Lacey earns a spot at the prestigious Profectus Academy of 
Science and Technology, but there are challenges. The kids are highly 
competitive and she feels added pressure to prove that she belongs.



My Name is Konisola
written by Alisa Siegel

Second Story Press, 2020

978-1-77260-119-0 (pb) $10.95

for Grades 4 to 8

Fiction | Refugees | New Beginnings | Illness |  

Domestic Violence

When Konisola’s mother, Abimbola, shows up 
unexpectedly in her Lagos, Nigeria school yard and fearfully tells 
Konnie that they must go, Konisola has no idea that she is about to 
embark on a journey that will take her around the world to a new 
country, a new home and a new culture. Shortly after their arrival in 
Canada, Abimbola is hospitalized and Konnie lives with a succession 
of strangers until a kind nurse takes her in. Her life becomes a series 
of questions. Will her mother get better? Can she go to school?  
Will they be allowed to stay in Canada? 
 This story, which appears to be based on real-life events, has the 
gift of provoking many emotions — fear for the future of Konnie and 
her mother; sympathy for Konnie’s loneliness while in the care of 
strangers; amazement at the good luck that brings Konnie and her 
mother into the company of a retired children’s lawyer; and relief 
that Abimbola’s wishes for Konnie’s future are realized. The careful 
use of language is especially suitable for an elementary audience as 
it emphasizes the tumult of childhood emotions and simplifies the 
refugee process in a way that is understandable.
 Alisa Siegel’s work is particularly relevant in a Canadian setting as 
evidenced by the government’s mixed responses to refugee crises 
around the world and because Canada is primarily populated by 
immigrants and their descendants. My Name is Konisola would also 
support the social studies curriculum where the historical, geograph-
ical and social significances of immigration are discussed.

Robin Ahamedi is a library-technician living in Ajax, Ontario.

The Secret of White Stone Gate
(Black Hollow Lane, Book 2)
written by Julia Nobel

Sourcebooks Young Readers, 2020

978-1-4926-6467-3 (hc) $24.99

978-1-7282-2003-1 (pb) $12.99

for Grades 4 to 6
 

Fiction | Mystery | Friendship | Courage | Determination | 

Strong Female Protagonist

Emmy is back in England, starting her second year at Wellsworth.  
She is determined to put the Order behind her and is excited to 
reunite with friends Lola and Jack. But the Order of the Black Hollow 
Lane is not done with Emmy. The shadowy organization wants Emmy 
to give up her father’s location. And if she doesn’t? This time Emmy’s 
friends will pay the price. The stakes are raised when Lola is framed 
for theft and expelled from Wellsworth. At her new school Lola is 
subjected to a campaign of intimidation orchestrated by those in the 
Order who will stop at nothing to get their hands on Emmy’s dad. 
Now Emmy and Jack are frantic to find a way to clear Lola’s name 
without capitulating to the Order’s demands. Who can Emmy trust? 
And will she ever be free of the Order?
 This fast-paced sequel plunges readers back into the mystery of  
the nefarious Order of Black Hollow Lane and its connection to 
Wellsworth. Emmy remains a strong and courageous hero,  
determined to stop the Order, defend her dad and protect her friends 
as best she can. Plenty of thriller-style action, double-dealing, 
secrets, devious scheming and a helping of humour propel the plot 

towards a satisfying conclusion to this duology. 
 With themes and plot points evocative of the early Harry Potter 
stories — the old British boarding school setting, Emmy as the 
newcomer protagonist adopted by two others, school and friends as 
‘found family’ and a mysterious evil which must be confronted and 
overcome — this middle-grade mystery will be enjoyed by fans of 
suspense and intrigue.

Tracey Schindler is a reviewer and former teacher from Bethany, Ontario.

The Spinner of Dreams
written by K.A. Reynolds

HarperCollins Publishers, 2019

978-0-06-267395-4 (hc) $21.00

978-0-06-267401-3 (eBook) $11.99

for Grades 4 to 8

Fiction | Fantasy | Family | Mental Health Issues

Annalise Meriwether’s world is ruled by the  
Spinner of Dreams and Fate. Her people thank the Spinner of Dreams 
for everything they are blessed with and blame all their failures on  
the devious Fate Spinner. At least they used to. When Annalise was 
born with the black mark of the Fate Spinner on her hand suddenly 
everything wrong with their desolate little town became her fault. 
With a monster living within, Annalise is forced to live a solitary 
life while she tries to believe the assurances of her loving parents. 
But when her mark scares away her one chance of friendship, she 
decides there’s only one way for her to rule her own destiny and rid 
herself of the curse. 
 K.A. Reynold’s work is fantastical and uplifting, focusing on the 
light rather than the dark as she guides the main character on a 
courageous journey to find the strength within. Reynolds spins an 
inspiring tale of a young girl learning to overcome her fears and  
discovering that sometimes a curse may not be a curse at all.
 This book is a rallying cry for anyone suffering from anxiety,  
intrusive thoughts, PTSD, panic, or for those fighting to be strong 
despite circumstances out of their control. It shows the importance 
of love and friendship and how sometimes the thing you yearn for the 
most can only be found within. Anyone who has ever felt controlled 
by fear or anxiety will find strength in Annalise as she finds hope and 
light in the darkest of places. Written for middle school students,  
The Spinner of Dreams will encourage readers to show the world, 
and themselves, exactly who they are.

Sara Rigotti is a student of St. Stephen Catholic Secondary School in Bowmanville, 
Ontario, and the youngest member of the Writer’s Community of Durham Region.
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 The Taste of Rain  
written by Monique Polak

Orca Book Publishers, 2019

978-1-459-82026-5 (pb) $10.95

978-1-459-82028-9 (eBook) $10.95

for Grades 5 to 7

Fiction | World War II | Japanese Internment Camps |  

China | Optimism | Girl Guides | Boarding School |  

Courage | Faith | Teachers

Gwen is a 13-year-old Girl Guide who tries her best to follow the  
Girl Guides’ code of conduct. But keeping a cheerful outlook and 
performing one good deed a day takes significant mental and  
spiritual strength when you are starving, thirsty and crawling with lice. 
In The Taste of Rain, Monique Polak has written an extraordinarily 
moving fictionalized account based on the real experiences  
of a group of American and British children who were taken from 
their boarding school in China to be imprisoned at the Weihsien 
Internment Camp after the Japanese invasion during World War II.
 The brutal realities of the children’s predicament are set in sharp 
contrast to the love and optimism provided by their teacher Miss E. 
There are rats, but Miss E. organizes a rat-catching contest. They are 
starving, but Miss E. manages to procure eggshells that will provide 
the children with calcium for their growing bones. There are harsh 
physical punishments, but Miss E. teaches them respect for the  
Japanese culture. Not all Japanese soldiers are the same, and small 
acts of kindness carry no small risk.
 When Gwen begins to see cracks in her teacher’s optimistic  
facade, readers will gain a glimpse of the strength it must have taken 
to act as a guide and a shield for these children under those condi-
tions. Through Gwen’s own self-reflective internal monologue, we 
are taken on a psychological tour of the difficult choices that must  
be made to do the right thing and put selfishness aside. This is a 
remarkable story of both courage and faith — a wonderful testament 
to the endurance of the human spirit.

Ildiko Sumegi

 Among the Fallen  
written by Virginia Frances Schwartz

Holiday House, 2019

978-0-8234-4102-0 (hc) $22.99

978-0-8234-4408-3 (eBook) $17.99

for Grades 9 and up

Historical Fiction | Victorian England | Orphans |  

Charles Dickens | Friendship | Sexual Abuse

Trained as an actress, teenaged Orpha is incarcerated in Tothill Prison 
for crimes she may or may not have committed. Typical of its time, 
Tothill Prison used a management system, which relied on keeping 
its young female inmates in solitary confinement when they weren’t 
working and closely monitoring them to prevent any form of com-
munication. Rather than encouraging the prisoners to silently reflect 
upon their crimes, many are driven to the brink of madness. Suffering 
from flashbacks about the circumstances which led to her incarcera-
tion, Orpha is skeptical when an opportunity arises for her to go to 
Urania Cottage, at the end of her sentence, to begin training for a 
domestic position overseas.
 Any enthusiasts of the Victorian era will be delighted by the atten-
tion to historical detail in this novel. Historical figures such as Charles 
Dickens and Angela Burdett-Coutts figure prominently in the story 
as do many distinctive aspects of the working lives of the poor in the 
mid-1800s. In addition, the use of Victorian slang and the skillful use 

of figurative language provide great authenticity to the way in which 
Orpha and the other characters interact with one another. 
 Despite the seriousness of the topics of sexual abuse, poverty  
and prostitution featured in this story, the overall message is one  
of hope and transformation. The Victorian era was a period of social 
activism and Orpha’s final declaration of, “I live; I prosper; I survive” 
abundantly illustrates her strength and determination to carve out a 
future for herself.

Robin Ahamedi 

 Demon 
(The Dark Missions of Edgar Brim, Book 3)
written by Shane Peacock

Penguin Teen Canada, 2019

978-0-7352-6272-0 (pb) $13.99

978-1-7704-9706-1 (eBook) $9.99

for Grades 7 and up

Fiction | Horror | Fear | Friendship | Victorian England

Shane Peacock does not disappoint in this final installation of the 
Dark Missions of Edgar Brim series. Having returned to London after 
a narrow escape in the Arctic, Edgar and his friends soon become 
aware of a new threat — they are being stalked by an invisible 
assailant whom they are convinced is the Devil himself. 
 Not completely sure he can trust his own mind, Edgar confides 
in Dr. Berenice, a renowned psychologist, and friend to Sir Andrew 
Lawrence, Edgar’s employer. When Edgar and his friends suffer a fatal 
attack, they are all left at odds and grow increasingly wary of one 
another. Then an individual from Edgar’s past reappears leaving Edgar 
even more confused as to his sanity and how he should proceed. Will 
he and his friends be able to defeat their most formidable opponent 
yet if they don’t work together and trust in each other?
 In Demon, and the previous books in the series, Shane Peacock 
explores the theme of fear and how our minds have the power  
to eliminate or at least control it, leaving the reader with much to  
consider and contemplate. He also references many famous  
monsters from past literary achievements making this series even 
more intriguing and drawing in anyone who enjoys the horror genre. 
A captivating read; however, it is not for the faint of heart. I highly 
recommend reading it with all the lights on! 

Sandra O’Brien is the editor of Canadian Children’s Book News.

Dreams Come to Life
(Bendy and the Ink Machine, Book 1)
written by Adrienne Kress

Scholastic Canada, 2019

978-1-338-34394-6 (pb) $12.99

978-1-338-34399-1 (eBook) $5.99

for Grades 7 and up

Fiction | Horror | Post World War II | Family | Art |  

Video Game
 

Award-winning author Adrienne Kress brings the uncanny creatures 
of Bendy and the Ink Machine to life in this original novel based on 
the popular survival horror video game. Our protagonist, the ambi-
tious Buddy, is on a quest to fulfill the American Dream by escaping 
the Lower East Side slums of New york City to become a recognized 
artist. young Buddy struggles to support his hardworking mother after 
the death of his father in World War II, but when a random delivery 
job puts him in favour with the legendary animator Mister Joey Drew, 
Buddy thinks he has caught his big break. Mister Drew takes Buddy 
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The Justice Project
written by Michael Betcherman

Orca Book Publishers, 2019

978-1-4598-2250-4 (pb) $14.95

for Grades 7 and up
 

Fiction | Mystery | Social Justice | Cold-Case

Mysteries were my first fictional loves — I cut my 
teeth on Nancy Drew and The Hardy Boys, and I  

never turn down a Veronica Mars marathon. So, Michael Betcherman’s  
The Justice Project, went to the top of my ‘to-be-read’ list. 
 Suffering from a snowboarding injury that has destroyed his 
chances of attending university on a football scholarship, hometown 
hero Matt Barnes is bitter and ready to give up. In the month leading 
up to high school graduation, however, a chance encounter connects 
him with The Justice Project, a local organization that works to clear 
the wrongly convicted and see them released. When he’s offered an 
internship with the group, Matt takes it and soon he and Sonya  
Livingstone, the other intern, are investigating the case of a man  
convicted of murdering both his parents 21 years ago.
 Although the stakes are incredibly high (the freedom of an innocent 
man behind bars is at stake), they aren’t high in the pulse-pounding, 
dangerous way that modern mysteries can be — the protagonists are 
not in immediate danger for much of the book, but each twist leaves 
them further from the truth and desperate to solve the case. With a 
perfect blend of intensity, real-life situations and red herrings, the 
mystery at the heart of the novel is thoroughly engaging. Even as the 
21-year-old double murder takes centre stage, Matt’s struggles with 
his shifting self-image are well-developed and neatly aligned with  
the rest of the narrative. 

Jen McConnel is a teacher and graduate student with an MA in Children’s Literature.

Larkin on the Shore
written by Jean Mills

Red Deer Press, 2019

978-0-8899-5577-6 (pb) $14.95

for Grades 9 and Up

Fiction | Trauma | Family Secrets | Friendship | Healing

Sixteen-year-old Larkin Day is struggling, dealing 
with a mother in a rehabilitation centre on the 

other side of the country and a more recent episode involving a boy 
named Jonah and a periorbital hematoma. Larkin’s father decides 
that she should spend the summer with his mother, her Granne, in a 
small town in Nova Scotia. There, her job is to organize the books for 
Granne’s new Tuttle Harbour Cafe and Reading Room and she is sur-
prised and pleased to find a local boy she knows from the shore, Will 
Greenfield, working on the construction crew. They become close, 
but when the storeroom catches fire one night and word spreads that 
Will’s father is the cause, Larkin must decide who she really trusts.
 Larkin on the Shore is a compelling portrait of a young woman not 
only living with, but learning from, trauma. The narrative structure is 
especially intriguing. Larkin is the storyteller and so her past is only 
revealed in bits and pieces, as she herself comes to terms with it. This 
structure skillfully contrasts the two Larkins, the girl so overwhelmed 
by stories that she cries whenever she reads a book and the girl confi-
dent enough to write her own story. Larkin’s transformation from one 
to the other is surely something that all young adult readers today 
can learn from. Larkin Day does help uncover an arsonist during her 
summer on the shore, but her biggest accomplishment is fighting 
back against ‘people talking’ and beginning to believe in herself.

Kirsten Brassard holds an MA in English with a specialization in children’s literature.

under his wing, and soon Buddy finds himself surrounded by  
eccentric artists who bring the titular Bendy — Mister Drew’s most 
famous cartoon character — to life on screen. It doesn’t take Buddy 
long to realize though that Bendy and his friends may not exist solely 
behind a screen and Mister Drew’s intentions are not as benevolent  
as they may appear.
 As an avid horror fan, I was immediately intrigued by the novel’s 
premise and Kress’s writing did not disappoint. While fans of the cult 
classic video game will surely enjoy, even new members of the  
Bendy and the Ink Machine fandom will devour this text. Buddy is  
a faulted hero who does whatever he can to escape his dire circum-
stances, but his friendship with his co-worker Dot helps humanize his 
ambitions by exploring the realistic struggles of marginalized groups 
in post-World War II America. The novel’s disturbing twists and turns 
would certainly appeal to future Stephen King fans and a haunting 
theme is present throughout the text that if dreams come true, then 
so do nightmares.

Kayla O’Brien studies English at Queen’s University and is an avid fan of the horror genre.

Fight Like A Girl
written by Sheena Kamal

Penguin Teen Canada, 2020

978-0-735-26555-4 (hc) $21.99

978-0-735-26556-1 (eBook) $10.99

for Grades 9 and up

Fiction | Death | Dysfunctional Families | Physical Abuse | 

Inner Strength

It was a dark, rainy night. She didn’t see him. It wasn’t her fault.  
That’s what Trisha was told, what her mother has repeated to her 
until she was forced to believe it. She didn’t mean to kill her father. 
All Trisha wants is to practice her Muay Thai kickboxing and follow 
the number one rule of being a woman from Trinidad — be hella 
fierce. But her mother is a bit too at peace over her father’s accidental 
death, and now there is a new man in her life. Nothing adds up, and 
the answers Trisha’s finding may not be the ones she wants to learn. 
Answers to why her mother’s new man has her father’s old phone, 
why he was there at her house the night her father died, or why her 
mother took out life insurance on her father before he died. 
 Sheena Kamal’s work is immersive, drawing the reader deeper 
into the story and the main character’s mind with each new reveal. 
Starting in the past and moving into the present, Kamal recounts a 
harrowing story through the eyes of a main character struggling  
with the truths and lies of the people closest to her.
 This culturally strong novel drew me deeper into the story with 
every turn of the page. It shows that not every trial can be solved with 
physical strength alone, and sometimes the journey to find the truth 
can be worse than not knowing, but once you start, it’s impossible to 
stop until you reach the end. Anyone who has ever struggled to cope 
with something they didn’t want to face can empathize with Trisha as 
she questions her faith in the people she’s supposed to trust. Written 
for high school students, this book is great for finding inner-strength 
and getting back on your feet after you’ve been knocked down.

Sara Rigotti



 Lucy Crisp and the Vanishing House  
written and illustrated by Janet Hill

Tundra Books, 2020

978-1-77049-924-9 (hc) $21.99

978-4-77049-925-6 (eBook) $10.99

for Grades 7 and up

Fiction | Fantasy | Mystery | Magic | Ghosts | Self-discovery 

When Lucy unexpectedly decides to apply to the 
floral arts program at the very exclusive Ladywyck Lodge, she is both 
surprised and somewhat unnerved when she is accepted. But she 
packs her bags and moves to the tiny, cozy village of Esther Wren, 
into a magnificent old house that had once belonged to a retired 
sea captain. As Lucy settles into her new home she notices strange 
goings-on, most notably in her own house. The antics become 
increasingly sinister, until the day that her beautiful house disappears 
altogether. Tempted to just go back to Manhattan and leave this  
town with its myriad of secrets to its own devices, she becomes 
determined to stay and get to the bottom of the ghostly mysteries 
plaguing her house and the town once and for all.
 Elegantly descriptive, Janet Hill’s lucid and lovely writing,  
combined with her highly evocative illustrations, create a delightfully 
atmospheric tale. The sumptuous, beautiful images bring the tiny 
town of Esther Wren vividly to life and help establish a keen sense 
of foreboding. The characters and setting are artfully depicted and 
readers will revel in the mystery as well as the ghostly elements of the 
story. The pacing is careful and deliberate, with gradually unfolding 
clues and revelations that lead the protagonist to see the world  
differently — as a place where fairies and witches may tread and 
where magic may yield its own influence. yet, ultimately, this is also 
Lucy’s own story of personal growth and self-discovery. 

Lisa Doucet

My Long List of Impossible Things
written by Michelle Barker

Annick Press, 2020

978-1-77321-365-1 (hc) $19.95

978-1-77321-364-4 (pb) $12.95

for Grades 9 and up

Fiction | Family | World War II | Identity | Death | Grief

The declaration of the end of World War II was a 
moment of great celebration, but for many people in Europe torment 
and uncertainty continued. In My Long List of Impossible Things, 
Michelle Barker invites the reader into the lives of Katja Siegert and 
her family as they begin their lives as Germans under Soviet rule.
 As Soviet rule turns oppressive, Katja must flee from her home 
in Pomerania with her mother and older sister to find refuge with 
a family friend in Fahlhoff. This journey is dangerous and violent, 
causing Katja to question the actions of her people and its govern-
ment during World War II. Katja finds herself filled with so much 
emotional pain and trauma that she wants to fight back using all her 
strength to build a new life for herself. At the height of action and 
injustice, the reader is soothed by the piano keys that Katja has used 
to ground herself throughout her life.
 Michelle Barker explores a theme that is not often seen in yA fic-
tion — the perspective of an average post-war German citizen under 
Soviet occupation. When the war ended, a new battle for power 
continued and the confusion and fear that followed was ingrained 
in Katja’s new life. Barker skillfully weaves Katja’s journey with her 
emerging understanding of humanity and the corruption of power.

Christine O’Sullivan is a secondary teacher-librarian in Brantford, Ontario.

 My Story Starts Here: 
Voices of Young Offenders 
written by Deborah Ellis

Groundwood Books, 2019

978-1-77306-121-4 (pb) $18.95 

for Grades 7 and up

Non-fiction | Family and Relationships |  

Criminal Justice System | Young Offenders | Crime | 

Poverty and Homelessness | Addiction | Discrimination | 

Truancy | Bullying | Racism | Mental Health

My Story Starts Here: Voices of Young Offenders, by multiple  
award-winning Canadian author and peace activist Deborah Ellis, 
is an insightful, affecting collection of more than 20 harrowing, 
heart-breaking first-person accounts of youth involved in the criminal 
justice system. Every chapter chronicles an individual’s personal 
experience and often those of their family, as well as other ‘voices of 
experience,’ including adults who recount their own brushes with  
the law as youth. Thought-provoking situation-specific questions 
(“What causes chaos in families?” or “What would you hate most 
about being locked up?”), sidebars of vital information (such as the 
signs of an abusive relationship) and the “Taking Steps…” feature, 
which offers tips, advice and more probing questions “For yourself” 
and “For others,” accompany each offender’s poignant, moving 
journey with crime, the law and the ‘system.’
 While each story is unique, and the voices in this indelible book 
come from a sweeping range of genders, ethnicities and socioeco-
nomic backgrounds, the common themes of discrimination, loss of 
family, poverty, racism, addiction and abuse intrinsically bind them, 
creating an arresting yet life-affirming anthology of the power of 
hope, love and courage against all odds.
 Complete with a myriad of black-and-white illustrations and 
photographs, eye-opening national statistics, inspirational quotes 
and an invaluable two-page reference and resource list (that includes 
websites), My Story Starts Here is a highly readable conversation-
starter for students, parents/caregivers, teachers and librarians — 
anyone interested in exploring youth crime and what it means to be 
a criminal, and especially bigger-picture questions such as is jail the 
answer for young offenders, how do we create meaningful change 
and are there better solutions? 

Jennifer D. Foster is a Toronto-based freelance editor, writer and mentor. She’s also 
administrative director of the Rowers Reading Series.

Rogue Princess
written by B.R. Myers

Swoon Reads, 2020

978-1-2503-0343-1 (hc) $24.50

978-1-2503-0342-4 (eBook) $10.99

for Grades 7 and up

Science Fiction | Fairy Tale Retelling | Romance | Adventure

B.R. Myers’ new novel is a gender-flipped sci-fi 
version of Cinderella that will leave teenage 

readers swooning. Princess Delia knows she must make a sound 
political marriage and secure an alliance that will save her failing 
planet. Not happy with her situation, she steals a spaceship to avoid 
the marriage. On the ship she discovers Aidan, a handsome stow-
away who wanted to ‘borrow’ a few trinkets to fund his escape from 
the planet. Accidentally uncovering a rebel conspiracy, they work 
together to find the truth, while discovering potential love. 
 Delia understands duty and while she wants to live up to expecta-
tions, she secretly wonders if she’ll ever be as good a queen as her 
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mother. She is smart, strong and resourceful and has a rebellious 
streak that readers will appreciate.
 Aidan plays Cinderella in the story, horribly mistreated by his  
stepfather and stepbrothers and desperate for a new start. He’s a 
wisecracking, charming hero who gradually earns the trust of the 
princess and has her wondering if love can overcome all. 
 The sci-fi elements and political intrigue add depth to the story  
and as Delia and Aidan work together to uncover the conspiracy 
against their planet, there are plenty of twists and turns, including a 
major revelation that readers won’t see coming.
 Although the worldbuilding and back story of Delia’s planet could 
have been more detailed, fans of Marissa Meyer’s Cinder will be 
pleased with this familiar, but new, fairy tale retelling. 

Rachel Seigel

Wildfire 
written by Carrie Mac

Alfred A. Knopf, 2020 

978-0-399-55629-6 (hc) $23.99

978-0-399-55631-9 (eBook) $11.99

for Grades 9 and up

Fiction | Friendship | Survival | Adventure | Family Drama
 

Annie and Pete, best friends who have been soul 
mates for most of their lives, have faced danger and near-death a 
shocking number of times. But on a 10-day hike, a slew of unlikely 
mishaps leads them to their most frightening ordeal yet — lost in the 
wilderness with forest fires closing in on them while Pete fights to 
overcome a seemingly harmless injury that has turned into something 

worse. While Annie struggles to decide what to do, she reflects upon 
the events that have brought them here. From childhood traumas 
they have endured to the recent loss of her grandmother, Annie 
and Pete have shared every heartache and have been each other’s 
greatest source of strength. And, although they have always been like 
two halves of the same whole, Annie has secretly begun to wonder  
if she has feelings for Pete.
 Equal parts wilderness survival story, family drama and  
heartbreaking teen romance, Carrie Mac’s latest novel is filled with 
tension and covers a sweeping emotional landscape. The non-linear 
narrative unfolds in flashbacks, enabling readers to slowly piece 
together the stories of Annie’s and Pete’s pasts leading up to the 
string of misfortunes that have brought them to this terrible plight. 
The depth of their feelings for one another shines through even  
considering the uncertainty Annie feels, and their relationship is 
poignant, powerful and uplifting. It is a story that offers suspense and 
introspection, outdoor adventure and inner turmoil, love and loss, 
survival and grief.

Lisa Doucet



The World on Either Side
written by Diane Terrana

Orca Book Publishers, 2019

978-1-4598-2217-7 (pb) $14.95

978-1-4598-2219-1 (eBook) $9.99

for Grades 10 and up

Fiction | Death | Grief | Suicide | Social Activism

Sixteen-year-old Valentine has shut down after  
the tragic, violent loss of her boyfriend Amir. After isolating herself 
from her family, friends and school, Valentine’s final attempt to stop 
the pain results in being hospitalized. Desperate for her daughter  
to heal, Valentine’s mother plans a hiking adventure for them in  
Thailand. What is meant to be a harmless adventure turns into a fight 
for survival as Valentine runs away with a young elephant keeper 
to try to save the life of a baby elephant. As the trio race to escape 
deadly poachers, Valentine learns about the politics of freedom and 
the resilience of all creatures.
 The World on Either Side weaves the past into the character’s 
present, slowly unfolding the tragic story of Amir’s death and the  
protagonist’s near suicide. Faced with the reality of being murdered 
in the jungle, Valentine slowly learns her own value in the lives of her 
loved ones. Diane Terrana depicts the slow journey of healing and 
resilience through symbolism and analogy.
 The novel is suitable for an older audience as it deals with issues 
of self-harm, suicide, murder and an attempted rape. The World on 
Either Side is a page-turner packed with adventure and a gripping 
plot that provides students with exposure to political issues outside 
of Canadian culture. This is a story that offers many opportunities for 
perspective shifting to evoke some critical thinking.

Mellissa Connolly is a literacy consultant in Brantford, Ontario.
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Drop in
 for a look

CCBC Collections Across the Country
Drop in for a look at one of the four regional locations. 
Phone ahead for hours and availability.

In Vancouver
Education Library
University of British Columbia
Faculty of Education (Scarfe Building)
2125 Main Mall
Vancouver BC V6T 1Z4
604 822-8680
Contact: Peggy Lunn
peggy.lunn@ubc.ca

In Edmonton
Herbert T. Coutts Education Library
Education South
University of Alberta
Edmonton AB T6G 2G5
780 492-1460
Contact: Debbie Feisst
debbie.feisst@ualberta.ca

In Winnipeg
Elizabeth Dafoe Library
University of Manitoba
25 Chancellors Circle
Winnipeg MB R3T 2N2
204 807-5860
Contact: Cody Fullerton
cody.fullerton@umanitoba.ca

In Halifax
Mount Saint Vincent University Library
166 Bedford Highway
Halifax NS B3M 2J6
902 457-6403
Contact: Meg Raven
meg.raven@msvu.ca
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