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Librarian’s Message 

 
Wow! The Teen Zine appears to have ex-
panded. This issue is nearly twice the length 
of the previous Zine with half of it featuring 
interviews conducted by our local teens with 
authors from Pasadena Loves YA 2016, 
our annual teen book festival. Also featured 
in this issue are some of our new partners:  
Project Designation (page 8), Professional 
Child Development Associates (page 12), 
and the Pasadena Public Health Dept. 
(page 17). We have some great talent fea-
tured here, so keep reading! 
 
-Jane Gov, Youth Services Librarian 
Pasadena Public Library 
jgov@cityofpasadena.net 
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EEN 
DVISORY 
OARD By Jane Gov, Librarian 

Teen Advisory Board, December 2016 

The Teen Advisory Board (TAB) is the 
leadership team of the Pasadena Public 
Library teen volunteer program. TAB im-
plements change in our community, pro-
motes library services, and advocates for 
teen and youth services. In 2016, TAB 
successfully implemented the Teen Men-
tal Health Initiative. TAB facilitates our 
monthly YA Book Club, designs the annu-
al Murder Mystery and Summer Reading 
programs, recommends events and pro-
grams—and whenever possible, executes 
ideas, leads key events, selects books for 
the library, contributes to the library’s 
Teens Blog and the Teen Zine, maintains 
the online reading lists and online re-
sources, advises the library staff on any 
teen-related issues and programs, and 
establishes and designs new teen-related 
initiatives and projects.  
 
 

Current TAB members:  
 
Angel (Meep) Gomez, Young Adult: 
Meep volunteers even after high school, 
studying Graphic Design in Cal State Los 
Angeles. Meep has helped with the Men-
tal Health programs. She also likes video 
games and her cat, Quorte.  
 
Chris Gonzalez, Grade 10: Chris enjoys 
soccer, tennis, cross country, and playing 
the violin, and is on his school’s chamber 
orchestra. Last year he hosted the Teen 
Tech Week program: “Invent with Makey 
Makey! “ 
 
Genevieve Harvey, Grade 8: Genevieve 
is a new TAB member and volunteers on 
the side for small events at the library. 
She is an eighth grader at Flintridge Prep 
and enjoys playing tennis, playing softball, 
and reading.  
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 Hadley Willman, Grade 
11: Hadley reviews books 
for the Pasadena Public 
Library and Voice of 
Youth Advocates maga-
zine. She dreams of being 
a published author and is 
currently in the middle of 
writing three books. Along 
with Haneen, she wrote 
the script for the Teen 
Murder Mystery, one of 
our most successful programs of the 
year.  
 
Haneen Eltaib, Grade 12: Haneen is a 
copy editor and contributor to the Teen 
Zine. For the past two years, she has taken 
the lead in organizing the annual Murder 
Mystery and has been interviewed for an 
article in a professional magazine. In her 
spare time, she plays violin and writes fic-
tion. She dreams of becoming a doctor one 
day.  
 
Jane Lee, Grade 11: Jane enjoys watching 
puppy videos, k-dramas, and anime in her 
spare time. She has been volunteering 
since her freshman year and enjoys doing 
so because of the fun events and friends! If 
you ever see her, you’ll catch her drinking 
boba or crying over her lovely fictional char-
acters.  
 

Kara Eng, Grade 12: Kara has been a 
member since 2014. She is a teen book 
reviewer for Voice of Youth Advocates 
magazine, a copy editor for the Teen Zine, 
and a Moderator for the YA Book Club. She 
gave the Book Club its successful relaunch 
and is the primary reason the club contin-
ues to meet today.  
 
KC Young, Grade 10: KC enjoys reading, 
especially the Harry Potter series. She is 
part of Marching Band at her school and 
volunteers at the library.  
 
Laura Searcy, Grade 11: Laura started 
volunteering at the library during the sum-
mer of 2016. She enjoys listening to music, 
dogs, and watching The Office.  
 
Lauren Sugiyama, Grade 9: Lauren is on 
the TAB Volunteer Relations Team, where 
she has been working hard to ensure our 
volunteers feel appreciated and their paper-
work is all intact. She currently attends 
Mayfield Senior School, and loves her ex-
perience so far. Her hobbies are reading, 
dancing ballet, and playing soccer and the 
violin. She loves listening to music and 
taking photos.  
 
Liliana Edmonds, Grade 11: Liliana is an 
avid reader and lover of Harry Potter, choc-
olate, and ballet. She enjoys reading YA, 

Teen Advisory Board members at Circus 
Mirandus Extravaganza, November 2016 

TAB built a book tree in Teen Central, 
December 2016 
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Teen Advisory Board, August 2016 

 
watching TV, but most of all, 
dancing.  
 
Lucy Wang, Grade 11: Lucy is 
new to TAB. She loves music 
and dance. She is a huge cat 
lover.  
 
Madison Comick, Grade 9: 
Madison is a dedicated mem-
ber of the YA Book Club. She 
is a big music fan and works on 
playlists for the library. She enjoys 
discovering new books and finding 
CDs at record stores. She’s probably 
at the library right now.  
 
Maya Wong, Grade 11: Maya goes to 
Downtown Magnets High School and has 
been in TAB for about 2 years now. She’s 
part of her school’s basketball team and 
enjoys running, dumplings, anime, and 
music a LOT. She considers herself a Tay-
lor Swift fan at heart, a Rise Against enthu-
siast, and a back number addict.  
 
McKenna Blackshire, Grade 8: McKenna 
helps moderate the YA Book Club and 
writes for the Teen Zine. She enjoys listen-

ing to music, writing, debating with others, 
and playing piano, viola, ukulele, and play-
ing video games.  
 
Nina Dinan, Grade 7: Nina is recently 
joined TAB . At home she can often be 
found at the piano and enjoys studying 
American and military history. 
 
Sophie Lin, Grade 11: Sophie is new to 
TAB this year. She’s a freshman at 
Flintridge Prep.  In her free time, she en-
joys reading, singing, writing, and playing 
with her puppy, Skippy. 

 

Teen Advisory Board members at A Wonder-
land Murder Mystery, October 2016 
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Cady is a huge Harry Potter fan, among a wealth  
of many other fandoms, including Welcome to Night 
Vale. In fact, she’s one of the instigators of our Wel-
come to Night Vale Listening Parties at the Central 
Library. She considers herself a Slytherin. She was a 
member of the Teen Advisory Board (TAB) during the 
2014-2016 school year.   
This year, Cady and her family are moving out of Pasadena, so we’ll miss her! She 
has been instrumental in the success of one of biggest TAB planned events: the 
Harry Potter Party last year. 
 
How long have you been a volunteer here?  TAB member? 
I’ve been a TAB member for about as long as I’ve been a volunteer, so about a year 
and a half. 
 
What made you want to join TAB and be a volunteer? How did you hear about 
it? 
I don’t know how my mother heard about it, but she emailed me about getting in 
touch with the library and becoming a volunteer. I like books and I like working with 
people, so whatever I did I thought I’d enjoy. Then, Ms. Jane emailed me about com-
ing to a TAB meeting. From what she told me, it seemed like a really good opportuni-
ty to get involved with something in my community that I could really enjoy doing. 
 
What was your favorite volunteer project? Or what stood out the most? 
One of my favorite things that I’ve done while in TAB and as a volunteer is working 
the Pasadena Loves YA book festival. For a while I was just telling people where to 
park, but most of the time I was just enjoying the book festival and I was introduced 
to so many great authors, and I met some of my favorites! 
 
Is there a contribution you’ve made that you’re particularly proud of? 
Nothing that I’m particularly proud of, but I’m proud of being a member of TAB as a 
whole and having a hand in organizing so many events at the library along with the 
rest of the group. 
 
Do you think compared to other teens you have a different understanding 

about what libraries represent? 
Yes! For sure I feel like I do. I was discussing something 
similar to this with Jane and a few other TAB member at our 
last TAB meeting, and she was telling us how librarians do 
more than just sort books and all that- they help with re-
search, organize events, work to bring more people to the 
library, etc. Libraries are for more than just checking out 
books; they’re a place to bring people and ideas together, 
and a safe space for community members to get help and 
learn new things. 

OFFICIAL SLYTHERIN 

CADY WEST  

GRADE 10 
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What skills have you learned from volunteering at the library that you think 
are most useful? 
A lot of skills that I’ve gained from TAB and volunteering are confidence skills. I 
really struggle with speaking in front of crowds, sharing my ideas, and things like 
that. TAB has helped me, you know, speak up about my opinions or ideas for 
events and even just to talk to strangers about events they show up to and I need 
to tell them about. I’ve also learned a lot about working as a team and getting along 
with people you don’t really know. In TAB, everything is a team effort. We’re a team 
that help organize events and help out at the library. The same way I’ve learned to 
speak up in the group, I’ve also realized I can’t control everything and that I don’t 
need to. 
 
What other ideas do you have for the library? 
This idea is actually something that is already being organized, but I think that 
since a library is a community safe space to bring people together and learn new 
things, having a way for teen who needs help to reach out and get that help is in-
credibly important. Something I’d like to see happen at libraries is more LGBTQ+ 
related events or things like that, since that’s something I personally feel is im-
portant to have, since a lot of LGBTQ+ events are not geared toward teens or mi-
nors, having a safe space to connect with other LGBTQ+ teens and get information 
whether it be about the best colleges to go to or talking to family and friends about 
it, is something I’d like to see in the future (at any library, really). 
 
What do you think the mission of the Teen Advisory Board is? 
I think the mission of TAB is to bring teens together in leadership positions and give 
them the chance to learn outside of school and gain skills that could really help in 
college or jobs. Any library employee could do what TAB members do, but we get 
the chance to see our ideas come to life in events and to meet people we wouldn’t 
otherwise meet, all while gaining a safe space. I didn’t consider the library a “safe 
space” for me until I joined TAB. 
 
Why do you think this is important? 
Teens struggle with confidence! We’re often told our ideas don’t matter, that our job 
is to go to school and that’s it. In TAB, we’re not told that. As volunteers, like I said, 
we really get a hand in 
events and things for the 
library and that’s not some-
thing I get anywhere else. 
It’s really boosted my confi-
dence. 
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by Kara Eng, grade 12 

In the Beginner’s Workshop for Scratch, children 8-12 learned the basics of using coding. 

Scratch is a program designed to teach the basic logic of coding. In addition to allowing 
users to program with preset blocks of coding, there is a large library of programs that other 
users have created. Not only can users publish their programs for others to see and use, 

but you can see how every program was coded and add your own twists. 

Due to limited numbers of computers available, participants had to register for the program 
ahead of time. There was a long waiting list, but, fortunately, quite a few of those on the 
waiting list were able to participate. Personally, I had no idea that planning programs took 
so much scheduling and calling in. I didn’t know that many of those that had registered 
might not show up, or that attendance would vary for each participant. Many of the partici-
pants already had some experience with Scratch and were familiar with the website and the 

blocks of coding. 

I had created a lesson plan a few weeks prior to the start of the workshops, but was sur-
prised to find that some lessons took longer than others while some others were much fast-
er than expected. It was both difficult and easy to adjust the time discrepancies. On the one 
hand, I could easily continue the last workshop’s lessons in the next one, but that meant 
that I wouldn’t be able to go through everything that I had planned. I also found it difficult to 
explain some of the concepts to the participants. It was hard to persuade some participants 
to try to create their own code rather than just copy my examples. I was thoroughly im-
pressed by the creativity of the participants. Even when given very short prompts, many 
participants went all out, adding their own voice and style to the same code given to their 
neighbors. While many had experience with Scratch, some did not. If participants arrived 
late or did not attend the previous workshop, I would have to give them a quick crash 

course in coding, a technique that was not as effective as the rest of the workshop. 

Despite not being able to work through my entire lesson plan, I am quite satisfied with how 
the workshop went. I felt that the new participants really learned about coding, the pretty 
advanced coders learned a thing or two, and that most, if not all, of the participants will 

continue to check out Scratch programs and make their own. 

Kara taught a series of Scratch workshops at Pasadena Central Library on August 8, 15, 

and 22. 

  Scratch Scratch Scratch Scratch ————    Teen Teen Teen Teen 
Teaches Kids Teaches Kids Teaches Kids Teaches Kids 
ProgrammingProgrammingProgrammingProgramming    
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PROJECT 

DESIGNATION 
Project Designation is a nonprofit youth group that organizes free workshops focusing 
on the fundamentals of graphic design. Workshops are directed and taught by experi-
enced high school graphic design and art students, and are aimed at teaching children 
ages 10 to 14 the principles of the field as well as appreciation for the medium. At every 
workshop, participants explore different applications of graphic design fundamentals in 
the real world through exciting computer-oriented activities and hands-on crafts. The 
Project Designation Team hopes to share its passion and knowledge with the partici-
pants by taking them on an adventure through the endless world of art and design.  
 

http://projectdesignation.tumblr.com/ 
 
Project Designation members interviewed:   
Lauren Shen, Angela Tran, Adela Tran, Callista Wu  
 
Please give me a little background of Project Designation--the mission, the vision, 
and its formation.   
 
It started with Angela. She took a graphic design class in freshman year of high school 
and began to be commissioned by her school to design posters, banners, etc. She 
found confidence through this, and thought graphic design was very valuable and useful 
in today’s world. She realized that this was something kids should learn at an early age. 
She then recruited other graphic design and art students at her high school, like Callis-
ta, who was her partner and collaborator for a lot of her commissioned projects. They 
then found more students to join them. Our Designation Club at school has 40 mem-
bers, every week we teach high school students a useful graphic design skill.  Outside 
of school Project Designation is a team of 8 art students, and we volunteer/are invited to 
host workshops in the San Gabriel Valley. Our first workshop was at Arcadia Public 
Library. Graphic design is important.  It’s essential, like technology.  It’s all around us.  It 
should be considered basic knowledge.  It helps to look professional.   
 
 

BY JANE GOV 
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What is the commitment? Do you need more volunteers? 
 
We have six core members, including officers.  We have two 
artistic advisors who are art students and help us with the 
workshops, but are not part of the decision making process. 
In addition, if we’re asked to do designs, the honorarium for 
doing those goes towards fundraising for the Designation 
clubs. Our workshops have been very popular. Yes, we need 
more volunteers. 
 
How do you plan for an event like this? 
 
Every workshop is different.  Lots of the same kids attend our workshops from the vari-
ous locations we’ve taught at, so we change concepts. We start with a major con-
cept.  For the workshop here, we started with a logo. Our workshops usually consist of 
one craft activity and one activity with technology. We asked the kids to design their 
own charm revolving around the concept of a logo, like a keychain. That got them think-
ing about matching text and images. Then we asked them to design packaging. We test 
the activities before the workshops to make sure it falls within the time limit, and think of 
alternatives in case we need to fill more time. 
 
Comparing your previous programs with this most current one, what do you think 
changed or improved? 
 
Definitely the cohesion among our officers; we’ve spent a lot of time together. Yesterday 
we spent eight hours together in preparing for today’s workshop. Because of that, we’re 
more coordinated. We can sense what the others are thinking and what we all 
need.  Over time, our planning time has decreased.  We now have cut down our plan-
ning to two days. During the summer we started, we were meeting every week for the 
whole summer. We weren’t sure how we were going to design the workshop. Then we 
figured out the structure.  We figured out that we needed to split the participants up into 

groups.  We found out what worked and what 
didn’t work. And we learned from our experi-
ences. 
 
How did you feel watching participants 
experience your event? 
 
We are very excited every single time we do 
this.  We’re excited to see their feedback. And 
we hope that everything works. The first time, 
we gave our participants feedback sur-

veys.  We wanted them to rate the workshop on how clear and difficult it was, and 
whether they liked the workshop, and any additional comments. Even now, when we 
see feedback forms, our excitement hasn’t changed.  We consistently have to stay en-
ergetic, even if it’s super tiring. It’s really rewarding.  As art students, we sometimes 
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prefer to be alone and think individu-
ally, but with the kids, we know we 
really have to be energetic. 
 
What were you worried about? 
 
We’re a little worried about fund-
ing.  We put all our funds into school 
accounts. Sometimes, we don’t have 
enough money for supplies or some projects are too complicated.  Regardless, we hope 
that the participants still learned something.  Ultimately at the end, the execution is not 
what matters; it’s what they learned, and how they can make it better together. 
 
Were there any surprises? If so, what were they?   
 
We haven’t had any negative surprises. We’re surprised when the kids come up with 
super artistic abilities. Sometimes we think they can draw better than we can. Since we 
practice our sessions beforehand, we’re usually pretty good at solving problems and 
thinking up alternatives. 
 
What are the biggest challenges with graphic design?   
 
There’s a learning curve with the whole group at the workshops. The kids can envision 
something bigger, but they’re not familiar with how to use the program. We’ve been 

using Pixlr, a free online image editing 
software.   
 
What about trends? 
 
We search online for inspiration. We find 
aspects that we like and combine or 
incorporate them into new designs. 
We’re on Tumblr a lot looking for inspira-
tion. Especially today, it’s hard to come 
up with something purely original. Tumblr 
is where the new stuff is. 

 
Can you tell me some personal stories of your experience with the 
kids?  Anything that stood out? 
 
One of my favorite students is a fifth grader who attended our workshops two times 
back to back. She has really good art skills. She’s younger than most of the other kids 
at the workshops, but she’s really on par with the older kids. We really enjoy working 
with kids who are really passionate and are hard working. They show the most potential 
even if they’re not the best at drawing. We really like seeing repeat attendees. 
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Do you have any statistics you can 
share about the kids and their pro-
gress? 
 
In general, the kids seem to enjoy the 
projects more as we go along and as 
we get more experience.  We teach 
about 20 kids per workshop. 
 
Why the library? 
 

Angela:  I was a volunteer at the library for four years at Arcadia and I knew the volun-
teer coordinator. I noticed another high schooler was teaching a knitting class at the 
library, so in a way, we knew that they would allow us to teach a workshop, even if 
we’re teens. They also got new computers, so that was huge for us. The library is also 
open to everyone. When we teach 
workshops at schools, it’s a little difficult 
for various reasons; one is that it’s only 
for the kids who attend that school. The 
library is a community and very accessi-
ble, so it’s more aligned with our vision. 
 
Are any of you going into graphic 
design as a career? 
 
Callista: I think might minor it in. I’m a 
freelance photographer and designer. I think everything I do ties back together. Elena 
and Carolyn are our artistic advisors. They want to study graphic design. 
Angela:  I’m thinking of mechanical engineering. Science is a big part of design, so it’s 
not entirely a different route. We learned so much about graphic design. 
 

Photos by Callista Wu 
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Minds in Motion is an art exhibit featuring original handmade sensory art, photography, 
and personal stories by the teens from PCDA.  The young artists explored their five senses 
(touch, taste, smell, hearing, sight) and dream theory through art expression. 
 
About PCDA:  Professional Child Development Associates is a non-profit organization 
whose focus is on child development serving children from birth to 21 years of age, and 
families, when there is any concern regarding development or behavior, including children 
with a diagnosis of autism, intellectual disabilities, epilepsy, cerebral palsy, learning disabili-
ties, premature birth, genetic syndromes, and/or other developmental or behavioral con-
cerns.  
 
 

event recap by Alaina Joby, Grade 9 
 
     On October 15, 2016, the PCDA hosted an art exhibit that featured a variety of young 
artists’ masterpieces. The show focused on the five primary senses and the “sixth sensory 
figure” consisting of creativity and imagination. 
     The event started with a short cultural program that consisted of an audio test for the 
audience, a magic show, a few musical numbers and a dance performance — all put to-
gether by the PCDA’s Teen Buddies and the Teen Club. The program was rather refreshing 
and fun to watch and the audience really seemed to like it. 
     After the performance, the audience enjoyed some snacks and refreshments and made 
their way to the Teen Central for the next event – the Minds in Motion Art Show. The exhibit 
featured a variety of art that stimulated different sensory organs – there were paintings with 
various colors and textures for the senses of sight and touch. Handmade dream catchers 
signified the sense of hearing while photos of various types of food stimulated the sense of 
taste. Some of the paintings were made using tea bags, signifying the sense of smell. 
     The art pieces used different mediums like markers, tempera paint, clay, photography, 
newspapers, pencils and water colors. They were eye catching and everybody praised the 
diverse pieces and the artists. 
     Personally, I liked the exhibit. The artists took art to a whole different level by adding the 
senses into the mix so that a person seeing the piece could truly indulge in it. No two pieces 
were the same and the pieces radiated teamwork and a ton of creativity.   
     Overall, the show radiated a creative vibe and stimulated our senses while entertaining 
and relieving the audience. It was truly a fiesta for our “sixth sense!” 
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“The teens were really excited about the different 

textures. They became very creative with all the 

mixture possibilities, experimenting, and were very  

proud of the outcome when they came together.”  

—PCDA staff 

“For this teen group project; the subject was 

taste. The teens wanted to demonstrate 

different expressions related to taste. They 

were nervous about eating some of foods 

and some were camera shy, but overall, they 

were excited about the project. Once they 

finished, they were proud of their piece. 

There were lots of discussions between the 

peer group about facial expressions when 

tasting different foods (i.e. sour, sweet.).” 

—PCDA staff 

    TASTY  TREAT    TASTY  TREAT    TASTY  TREAT    TASTY  TREAT        

TOUCH & TEXTURETOUCH & TEXTURETOUCH & TEXTURETOUCH & TEXTUREiiii                

Justin Q. (16), Anthony K. (15), Faustino O. (17), 
Chris V. (17), Matthew H. (17) 

Brandon C. (13), Ethan M. (15), Sean L. (15), 
Kawa B. (13), Ever M. (13), Virginia H. (16), 

Joshua C. (15), Jaren N. (13), Chris W. (16), 
Ismail A. (16), Mario R. (16), Ian L. (15) 

    FEATURED ARTWORKFEATURED ARTWORKFEATURED ARTWORKFEATURED ARTWORK    
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UNTITLEDUNTITLEDUNTITLEDUNTITLEDaaaa            
Virginia H. (16), Mario R. (16), 
Arthur V. (17),  
Chris W. (16), Ismail A. (16), Bran-
don C. (13) 

The teens worked as a group to cre-

ate this piece using straw to blow on 

the paint, experimenting with what 

designs emerged and where paint 

might go. Initially, they were wonder-

ing how this would work; however, 

once they came to understand the 

process, they became excited to blow 

the paint, freely experimenting with 

blows. They are proud of their crea-

tion and how they worked together. 

—PCDA staff 

Photos by Erik 
Hernandez  
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T-Shirt Painting 
recap by Miko Sellier, Grade 9 

 
     The T-shirt making workshop was on July 20, 2016. This class took place in the Studio 
on the 4th floor. I helped out with putting the supplies on the tables and with putting the 
tables into place for this fun event. The setup consisted of sponge brushes, brushes ranging 
from small to large, a t-shirt, a pencil, and many different colors of paint. 
     First Jane explained to us how to do this project. She said that we had two options: 1) to 
draw the design directly on the t-shirt, or 2) to create a stencil and paint that design on the t-
shirt. For the stencil design you had to draw the design in pencil, then you had to put glue 
around it so that the paint wouldn’t go on the t-shirt. After she finished explaining what we 
had to do, we got started on our project. First, we picked out what color shirt we wanted. I 
chose black. Then we picked out which colors of paint we were going to use to paint our t-
shirt and what cool design we were going to make with it. After that, we drew our design on 
the t-shirt/stencil with a pencil. Then we started painting our designs! 
     When we were finished with our designs we blow-dried them or left them to dry on the 
table for everyone to see. One of the people there painted a cool bubble t-shirt; another did 
an android symbol; I painted a cat with glasses. The whole experience was fun. Everyone 
got to be creative and unique in their own way, and what’s even better was that we got to 
wear it after and show it off! 
 
 

Cat with Glasses by Miko 

Unicorn by Brittany 

Wave by Savannah 

Photos by Jane Gov 
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Hamilton by Emma Elephant by Della  

Mockingjay by Alicia Pokeball by Julia M. 

Spirited Away (back) by Julia S.  Spirited Away (Front) by Julia S . 
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recap by McKenna Blackshire, grade 8 
 
     Pasadena’s first National Coming Out Day Event was like a mini, more personal Pride 
Parade. The atmosphere was energizing and unique. Each booth offered a different form of 
support to the LGBTQ+ Community, and each speaker shared a different perspective, which 
ranged from the Public Health Director to individuals who have come out themselves. As the 
night went on, you could see how people who supported and were identified in the LGBTQ+ 
spectrum grew more like a family–especially as the coming out stories were shared. I saw 
how many different possible outcomes there were which relied on so many different factors. 
No one told the same story as someone else. 
     As someone who’s only in the eighth grade, I’d never been exposed to an environment 
with so many people who proudly supported those who are identified as LGBTQ+. Especially 
while working the library booth, so many different people came to the table; each had their 
own story that led them to be there that night; this shows exactly why coming out isn’t an 
experience that resonates with only one age or one group of people. 
     A fellow Teen Advisory Board member, Kara Eng, expressed, “I thought it was a really 
great event where everyone was really enthusiastic. I haven’t really seen anything like it in 
Pasadena and I’m excited that it’s an annual event.” 
     I agree. I can’t wait to see the event next year, seeing the diversity of people, meeting 
different people, and hopefully some of the same. It will be especially interesting to see in 
what way the event changes and how it stays the same. I hope to see how more people 
have found their way to be at the event and celebrate National Coming Out Day. 
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#PasadenaComesOut 

Photos by  Erik Hernandez 
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GIRL ON FIRE 
by Amelia Monsour 

12 years old (Grade 7) 
Sierra Madre Middle School 

 

    The circus master, Eduard, buttoned up his red coat, and prepared to enter the circus 

ring, where flying children, super strong men, and conjurers awaited. One person was 
missing – where was the shapeshifter? Well, it wasn’t as if the show needed her. She 
could barely change her face, let alone change her form. He was about to enter the ring 
when he felt a tug on his coat. He looked down. 
     A child stood at his feet, eight years old at most. She wore rags, and no shoes. Her hair 
was a red fire, and her eyes were an icy gray. She looked so unusual that it was unsettling. 
 

1ST PLACE 

This year, young writers were challenged to tell us something about a new character join-
ing a magical circus, their special ability or how this character came to join the circus. 

   The winning entries were honored during the Young Readers League Circus Extrava-
ganza with Cassie Beasley, author of Circus Mirandus, our 2016 selection. 

Photo by  Katie Staniford 
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     “Girl, scram. I’ve got to go onstage now, and I can’t be bothered with beggars. But I’ll 
give you a tip after the show, the stands are full of leftover food, and I won’t mind if you help 
yourself.” Eduard said. 
     “My name is Ember, and I am not a beggar. I am here for work.” the girl said, and her 
voice felt as if it were on fire. Before Eduard’s eyes, she transformed into a dragon. 
     Eduard was shocked. “But you’re just a girl. It takes master shapeshifters decades to 
master the skills needed to completely change their form.” 
     “I’m more skilled than most.” the girl replied. “Will you hire me?” 
     “Yes. The circus could use someone like you. But what about your parents?” Eduard 
inquired. 
     “They are dead. Killed in a factory fire. It was when they were killed that I started being 
able to transform. I trained myself, and have been going from circus to circus ever since. 
None of them bothered to listen to me” 
     “I’m sure glad I did. You’re hired!” Eduardo said. 
     Ember smiled. She would never have to go hungry again. 

 

 
 

BY THE LIGHT OF THE FIRE 
by Teresa Fundter 

14 years old (Grade 9) 
La Canada High School 

 
     The air was laced with smoke and ash, sirens wailing. The towering tent belonging to the 
circus now laid on the ground in ashes; the scarred metal skeleton was the only thing re-
maining. Firefighters in their bright yellow outfits asked the ring leader what had possibly 
caused the fire. The ring leader, Nicholas, stood there in shock, saying, “I don’t know, I don’t 
know.” until he snapped. 
     “I. Don’t. Know.” 
     Nicholas watched his circus fall apart, his dreams with it. 
     It was warm, too warm on a winter night. The ashes mimicked snow drifting back towards 
the ground to alight on the lashes of the little boy standing amidst the remains of the tent. 
Nicholas strode towards the little boy before anyone else could see him. 
     “Hey there, little man.” Nicholas said. “I’m Nicholas, the ring leader. And you are…?” 
     “Cameron.” the gaunt little boy said firmly. “My name is Cameron. I’m sorry for burning 
down your tent.” 
     “Okay, Cameron. How did you burn the tent?” he asked. 
     The orphaned boy scuffed his shoes in the dirt. “I have this… this thing. I guess you 
could call it a power. I can summon fire. Look, watch.” He opened his palm and scrunched 
his face hard, as if his intense gaze was going to light a fire itself. To Nicholas’ surprise, a 
small fire bloomed in the boy’s hand. 

2ND PLACE 
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     “Put it out, now. Some people might be afraid of that.” The flame winked out. “But I think I 
can help you. You see, there are special people like you at my circus. We can help you 
learn how to control your power and give you somewhere to stay. What do you think?” 
     Cameron, with nothing to lose and no one to tum to, replied. “Yes.” 
     “Welcome to the circus, Cameron.” 

 

 

 

WONDER 
by Asher Follett 

14 years old (Grade 9) 
La Canada High School 

  
    Everyone knows that the Infinite Circus is the best in the world. Hopeful performers travel 
thousands of miles and sit through hours of grueling auditions only to be turned away. It’s a 
dream to be in a room with the Ringmaster himself, to have his full attention as you pour 
your very heart and soul into the most important performance of your life. 
    A performance I’m about to give. 
    I cross the stage in pitch blackness and calm my breathing as I face an audience I cannot 
see. 
    A blinding spotlight switches on without warning, focusing on me. 
    “State your name and ability,” an unknown voice orders. 
    “My name is Athena Sapir,” I say. 
    A pause. 
    “And your ability?” 
    Even though I rehearsed my response, my voice shakes as I reply, “You’ll see that I can’t 
even put it into words.” 
    “Proceed, then.” 
    I swallow and close my eyes, extending my arms. For a moment, nothing happens, but 
then slowly, magically, tendrils of light inch from my palms, shifting colors as they coil to-
wards the ceiling. They lengthen and brighten until sweat beads on my brow and the taste of 
iron coats my tongue, but when I open my eyes, it’s worth it, for my strands of light bathe the 
room with beauty, illuminating the awestruck faces of the audience with a power brighter 
than the sun itself. I cup my hands, forcing the light into one enormous, pulsating ball, and 
raise them above my head. The strands erupt into an explosion of multicolored stars that 
shower wonder down onto the open-mouthed people below. 
    Panting, I lower my hands, waiting breathlessly for their verdict. A single man in the cen-
ter of the crowd – the Ringmaster – rises, and though he doesn’t speak, I see the answer in 
his face. 
    Yes. 

3RD PLACE 
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     Pasadena Public Library Director, Jan 
Sanders, is retiring this year. She has spent 
the last 45 years working at various libraries, 
the last 11 at Pasadena. Her career has 
always been community-oriented. During 
her first few years as a librarian in Missouri, 
she visited a different library for every week-
day. Despite having to make a 300 mile 
circuit in one week every week, Sanders 
managed to connect with each community, 
getting to know each branch so well that 
years later, she would be receiving wedding 
invitations from children that she had 
worked with. 
     She has worked tirelessly to better Pasa-
dena’s libraries. Sanders says that she 
wishes that her legacy at Pasadena will be 
that the library system is more community oriented than when she found it. Her dream for 
the library was to make it an essential institution in the Pasadena community. Just as a city 
cannot function without a police department or hospitals, the library should be just as vital. 
Sanders has also always enjoyed a challenge. Her policy on careers is to “find a job that 
you don’t feel ready for” and to “set goals that stretch you.” Each step in Sanders’s career 
was an opportunity for her to learn and better herself. 
     One of her favorite events to organize and oversee was the One City, One Story pro-
gram because it required 14 different people to unanimously choose one book for the entire 
city to read each year. While it was difficult to persuade 13 other people (and a variety of 
opinions and perspectives) to come to agreement, Sanders loved the challenge, which 
made the program that much more rewarding. Another program that she is proud of is the 
library’s participation in ArtNight. When the idea was first proposed, many were skeptical 
about the library’s participation. But, Sanders insisted that the library take a part in ArtNight 
because the library “fosters art and creativity.” To this day, the library has been a part of 
ArtNight, drawing in over 2,000 participants every year. 
     Although Sanders has achieved much throughout her long and successful career, some 
of her greatest achievements include her role in creating “baby librarians” and her work in 
legislative advocacy. Sanders worked to foster the growth and development of library staff, 
ensuring that the library was filled with capable and passionate resources for the communi-
ty. Sanders was also a chair of a national committee of legislative advocacy for libraries, 
working to protect a library user’s confidential reading record, something that was threat-
ened by the Patriot Act. Jan Sanders had a long and outstanding career. 
     To her successor, Sanders advises that she or he listen for the first few months and get 
to know the community. “Let the community, staff, and city talk to you. Absorb what they 
have to say and suggest. They have a lot of good stuff to say.”   

Interview with Our Library Director 
by Kara Eng, grade 12 
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Hacking Pasadena in Search of 

Pokemon 
by Deborah Takahashi, Librarian  

 
    On Thursday, July 14, teens and librarians took to the streets of Pasadena to gather XM 
from the Enlightenment and explore the world of Ingress. If you aren’t familiar with Ingress, 
you will be in for an incredible adventure that will force you to explore every corner of the city 
in search of a power substance that can change the fate of all humankind. Before we em-
barked on our first mission, teens picked their teams and, surprisingly, we all ended up join-
ing the Resistance. 
     After briefly explaining the objective of Ingress, we set out to hack the Enlightenment 
networks starting with the Central Library. After realizing that we were near a portal, we 
made our way to Day One and that is where we started our first mission at the All Saints 
Episcopal Church . After completing the All Saints Mission, we then chose to the Pasadena 
City Hall Mission and then the Plaza de Las Fuentes (PDLF) Mission. Although we didn’t 
travel far from the Central Library, we found some pretty cool works of art including: a statue 
of Saint Francis de Assi, various plaques dedicated to important individuals, murals, foun-
tains, and impressive mosaics near the Westin Hotel. As we hacked our way through City 
Hall and the PDLF, our group realized that Ingress is just like Pokemon Go. In fact, Niantic, 
the company that built Ingress, is also responsible for Pokemon Go, which naturally meant 
we had to play Pokemon Go. 
     After switching gears, not only did we catch super cute Pokemon, we came upon various 
gyms and other cool things to look at near the Paseo Colorado. It’s amazing how quickly two 
hours goes by when you are hacking networks and catching Pokemon and we only traveled 
a mile or so. As we made our way back to the Central Library, we needed to refuel so the 
group stopped by the local fueling station (AKA Starbucks) for drinks and then we chased 
more Pokemon back to Central. Needless to say, we accomplished quite a bit and, hopeful-
ly, recruited new members to join the Resistance and become Pokemon Trainers. 
 

Photo by Jane Gov 
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Welcome to Night Vale 
review by Bella Arguello, grade 9 

     Welcome to Night Vale is a fictional podcast mimicking a small community radio station 
in a fictional town called Night Vale. It mostly revolves around important events such as 
Eternal Scouts initiations in the parking lot behind the Ralphs, breaking news like Koshek’s 
new litter of eternally suspended-in-the-air kittens, updates on the weather and traffic, and 
frequent reminders that the Sherrif’s Secret Police is always watching. ALWAYS. 
     The plot for each episode is extensive yet easy-to-follow, ensuring that there is never a 
single dull moment. Creepy yet interesting, the theme never fails to be oh-so-enticing to 
the ears. Because of its theme and creepy twist on modern community radio stations, it 
gives a fantasy twist and meaning to mundane objects and places such as helicopters, 
dog parks, weather updates, and much more. 
     Along with the plot, the podcast has an extensive and creative list of fun and diverse 
characters, such as the faceless old woman that secretly lives in your house (btw, she 
says you need to restock on apples, she absolutely adores them), the Apache Tracker 
who’s really a racist white guy in a headdress, Carlos, Steve Carlsberg (*groan*), and of 
course, the wonderful president of the PTA board, the glow cloud. 
     Overall, Welcome to Night Vale is a creepy, entertaining, and humorous twist on small 
community radio stations which definitely deserves five stars. Goodnight, Night Vale, and 
don’t forget, 

ALL HAIL THE GLOW CLOUD! 

Photos by Jane Gov 
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      It’s a Mad Hatter Tea Party! But beware: something sinister lurks 
in Wonderland. It’s a land of stories, but who’s telling the real tale? And who 
murdered the poor, poor Prince of Hearts? All the key characters are suspects. It’s 
up to you to solve it. Prowl through Wonderland, hunt for clues, question the suspects, and 
apprehend the culprit. This event was hosted by the Teen Advisory Board. 
 
Teen cast members:   
 
Bella (Alice),  
Madison (TweedleDee),  
Lauren (TweedleDum),  
McKenna (Cheshire Cat),  
Maya (White Rabbit) 
 

A Wonderland A Wonderland A Wonderland A Wonderland     
MURDER MYSTERY 

Photos by Alfonso Huerta 
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Staff cast members:  
Deborah Takahashi (Queen of Hearts),  
Kevin Crain (Mad Hatter), Jane Gov (host) 
 
Teen script writers:   
Haneen Eltaib, Hadley Willman 

Teen decorators:   
Meep, Lucy, McKenna, Frissel, Maya 
 
Teen clue developers:   
Lauren, Kara, KC, Brittany, Liliana 
 

Photos by Katie Staniford Photography  
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recap by Miko Sellier, grade 9 
 

     The Robot Making workshop took place in Teen Central I 
helped with setting up the crafting tables and signing everyone in. 
The setup consisted of brown paper bags full of supplies, a pencil, 
and a piece of paper with some questions written on the back and 
front. When everyone arrived we sat down at the tables and an-
swered the first question on our sheet of paper. 
     The question was: How long does it take for plastic to erode 
into the earth? Some said a hundred years; some said a thousand 
years, but the actual answer was about one billion years! We were 
all so shocked to hear this. Then the instructor had us draw a 
‘blueprint’ of what the robot was going to look like. 
     When we finished our drawings, he had us open up our paper 
bags. There we many things in those bags including: bottle caps 
of all sizes, Lego blocks, plastic eggs, plastic bracelets, and a 

bunch of other plastic items.  You are probably thinking to yourself, ‘wow that’s a lot of plastic!’ And 
that’s exactly what the instructor said, but he also said that this is how much plastic the average 
person uses every day.  
     Then he asked us to make our robots out of those plastic items. We were clueless at first, but 
after awhile our creativity clicked in. Ideas started coming faster and faster, and the lines to glue our 
plastic pieces together started getting longer and longer! Finally, when we had all created 
our magnificent robots, the instructor had us all answer the other question on our sheet of paper: 
Why is creativity so important to our world? The answer was that there was no limit because you 
could make something amazing out 
of the simplest things such as plas-
tic. 
     This experience overall was cool 
and different, and I hope this activity 
inspired those other creative minds 
out there to go out and start using 
their imagination and creativity! 
 
 
 
 

 
Photos by Julia See,  

teen photographer 

CREATIVE REUSE 

ROBOT MAKING WITH  
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Going GeekGoing GeekGoing GeekGoing Geek    
BY CHARLOTTE HUANG 

Going Geek is a novel that centers around Skylar Hoffman’s struggle as 

she drops to the bottom of the social food chain after losing her  amaz-

ing boyfriend, the coolest friends, and the most desirable dorm. Senior 

year for Skylar was supposed to be perfect, but a turn of events leave 

her with nothing and forces her to start fresh. With no one else except 

her new dorm mates, Skylar is determined to not let her old friends dom-

inate her. She shows that when trying to find oneself, it is ok to be lost 

and to take steps out of one’s comfort zone. 

This is your typical prep school cliché where the girl is kicked out of her clique, her BFF be-

comes her enemy. She becomes friends with people she never knew existed, and gets to-

gether with the artsy underdog boy. However, there are unique aspects the author incorpo-

rates into the story and I personally enjoyed reading this book. There are parts that are not 

very believable as her best friends end up completely leaving her, but Skylar’s actions are 

believable and I found moments when I could relate to her. I really enjoyed seeing Skylar’s 

creative ideas help find her passion and her friends. Skylar’s character development was 

huge and made it so enjoyable to read. 

Overall, Going Geek is a fun read with new relationships and adventures. It promotes a good 

message about the trials one goes through when finding oneself and the ending will leave 

you with a happy feeling. I recommend it to anyone looking for a book focused on friendship, 

new experiences, and little bit of romance. 3.5/5 stars. 

 

I can truthfully say that I wasn’t like any of the characters from Going 

Geek when I was in high school! That said, there are aspects of each 

of them that feel very familiar and close to me. I shared Skylar’s wor-

ry that it was taking longer for me to find what I was good at than it 

was for people around me. However, I wasn’t as good at bluffing as 

she is.  I also identified with her tendency to say the wrong thing 

without meaning to—still do actually! 

Review and author interview by Jane Lee, grade 11 

What character would you say you identified most with in high school? 

INTERVIEW 
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My favorite moments to write were when Skylar spent time with the 

Abbot girls. I enjoyed putting such different characters in scenes together and writing dialog 

that showed that they truly didn’t understand one another but were becoming friends any-

way. So much fun! I also loved writing the boarding school setting. I think the school I went 

to is so incredibly beautiful–everything about it feels significant and grand. I haven’t visited in 

many years but I’d love to go back and wander around. 

 

I want to say so much about this (seriously, could talk about these two all day) but don’t want 

to give spoilers. Let’s just say that I was initially sad at the direction things took. 

 

Any criticism is always tough! But I’m getting better at receiving it and compartmentalizing it. 

Slightly better. The best compliment I’ve been given is that I write good swoony scenes and 

characters. 

I think I’d go to the future to see what happens to my family in later generations. Like many 

writers probably do, I feel as if I already spend quite a bit of time thinking about the past—at 

least my personal past. As for where, it doesn’t really matter because I love to travel and I’m 

sure I’d find a way to get around. Hopefully it’ll be even easier in the future! 

What was your favorite chapter or part to write 

and why? 

Team Declan or Team Leo? 

What has been the toughest criticism and compliment you’ve been given as 

an author? 

If you could go to the past or future, where would you stay and why? 

Charlotte Huang and Marisa Reichardt 
Photo by Katie Ferguson 
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UnderwaterUnderwaterUnderwaterUnderwater    
BY MARISA REICHARDT  

Review and author interview by Haylie Koorn, grade 9  

In the book Underwater by Marisa Reichardt, it shows that no matter 

what tragedy you go through, the way to recovery is forgiveness. Mor-

gan Grant is not a normal teenager; she stays home all day eating 

grilled cheese and thinking about what happened on that rainy day. 

She feels as if she can’t breathe and everything is out to get her, until 

Evan Kokua moves next door. Evan reminds her of the ocean and how 

going outside won’t kill her. Slowly Morgan is gaining her strength by 

leaning on those who love her, but when the past comes into view 

again, she feels everybody watching to see if she can stand by herself 

without collapsing. 

Underwater teaches those that forgiving and letting go of the past is the first step to moving 

on. The thoughts running through Morgan’s mind gave me a great perspective on what it is 

like to have PTSD. Brenda, Morgan’s psychologist, truly cares for her condition and uses 

love and communication to help Morgan get over her fears. Overall Underwater is a fantas-

tic book about redemption and love for your family. It paints a beautiful mental picture and 

has really inspiring writing. 5/5 STARS. 

INTERVIEW 

What research did you have to do for Underwater? 

It was very important to me that I got the therapy aspect 

of Underwater right so I did research that a lot. I talked to a psy-

chologist who works specifically with women and teen girls with 

anxiety, agoraphobia, and PTSD. I asked her a million questions 

and took a million notes. I am so thankful that someone so knowl-

edgeable was able to take the time to help me with all my ques-

tions and on the timeline, etc. A lot of the other parts of Underwater were things I knew 

more intimately from being a parent and the wife of a high school teacher, and from growing 

up in a military town.  
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I am currently working on a second standalone contemporary YA novel and I can't wait for 

the day when I can talk about it more.  

Are you thinking about writing another YA novel?  

After reading Underwater, my brother said, “Marisa’s life is all over this 

book but this book is not her life.” I loved that. I can’t think of a truer 

statement. While Morgan and I might have some things in common (a love of swim-

ming and cute surfer boys, struggles with anxiety, being raised by a single mom), Morgan is 

her own person. Even though I know her as well as I know myself, she is not me.  

Would you compare yourself to Morgan in any way? 

What would you say to those who have a story just like Morgan?  

Five. I think? It’s all a blur. :) 

How many drafts did you have until the final one?  

You are not alone. Don’t be afraid to reach out to a parent or trusted adult, family member, 

or friend if you are struggling. It’s okay to tell people how you feel.  

If Morgan was real, what would you tell her? 

I am so proud of you. 

Marisa Reichardt and Ingrid Sundberg,  
Photo by Katie Ferguson 
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South of SunshineSouth of SunshineSouth of SunshineSouth of Sunshine    
BY DANA ELMENDORF 

Review and author interview by Haylie Koorn, grade 9  

South of Sunshine is a book that dives right into the drama of a teen-

age girl going into her senior year. Kaycee Jean McCoy is trying to 

flow with the crowd in her small town where God comes before any-

one. In her journey, she strides with the most popular girl in school on 

her left arm and the most fashionable guy in Tennessee on her right. 

Things could never have been better until new girl Bren Dawson 

moves into town. Kaycee is curious and a little obsessed with how 

Bren acts, looks, feels, and smells; it’s a wild feeling that Kaycee has-

n’t experienced before with other guys she’s “liked”. Kaycee’s feelings 

for Bren become stronger and stronger and it’s harder for her to keep her big secret to her-

self without the support of others. It’s not until everything is falling apart before Kaycee real-

izes that she needs to be herself whether others like it or not. 

This book is an inspiring tale that encourages self-discovery and love with whomever you 

choose to be with. While reading, you get glimpses into what it is like for a southern girl with 

different opinions of the world than what she was raised with to go about life, absorbing all 

the cute remarks and adventures Kaycee goes through just to find acceptance with family 

and friends. It makes you smile, laugh, and cry throughout the book not knowing what 

comes next. Dana Elmendorf has truly captured true love and beauty in this book. 

INTERVIEW 

Did you base this book off people you know? 

No character in South of Sunshine is based off anyone specific, 

but there are parts my characters personalities that are inspired 

by real LGBT friends I grew up with. I wrote this story for them, to 

tell a story they never got to experience because of their internal 

struggles or the societal constrictions they experienced.  

What was the hardest part when writing this book? 

The hardest part of writing this book was putting my main character Kaycee through some 

really horrible situations.  To bring her life to that dark depressing part was a struggle be-

cause as a writer you love your characters so much you don’t want them to hurt.  But go-
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ing through painful parts of life and being introspec-

tive can make us stronger people on the other side of that 

pain.  As humans it helps us grow.  I wanted there to be significant 

character growth with Kaycee from the beginning of the book to the 

end. To do that, you have to put your characters in tough situations and 

let them fight their way out.  

 

 

Lots of things.  Being sure I wrote true and honest LGBT characters.  Making sure I por-

trayed the unique fun aspects of southern charm along with the ugly negative parts (bigotry, 

racism and homophobia.) Really nailing that first love, first crush, falling in love feeling.  But 

most importantly, I wanted to tie this all together nicely to ultimately give girls out there like 

Kaycee hope.  

There wasn’t any large chunk of work that got edited down significantly but there were lots of 

small line edits in the first sixty pages to pick up the pace.  Unfortunately there aren’t any cut 

scenes to share with fans.  

 

 

Be true to yourself.  Love who you love.  At the end of the day you have to live your life for 

you.  Not for your parents or your friends or the people at church.  Live a life that will fulfill 

your hopes and dreams and give you the ultimate happiness.  

 

 

 

 

 

What was going through your head when writing this book? 

Was there more to this story that got edited down before the final draft? 

What is the moral of this book? Or is there a moral?  

Dana Elmendorf, Julie Buxbaum, Charlotte Huang, Marisa Reichardt, 
and Ingrid Sundberg 

Photo by Katie Ferguson 
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M� K�n� o	 Cr��  
BY ROBIN REUL 

Review and author interview by Haylie Koorn. Grade 9  

Sometimes you just need someone else to understand your craziness 

so you can feel okay. Hank Kirby likes being invisible so that no one 

has to feel pity over him and his family. But one day, he lights his crush, 

Amanda Carlisle’s yard on fire. He just wants to forget everything, but 

with Amanda investigating who lit the fire, he can’t forget it. While trying 

to avoid his problems, he finds himself falling for a pyromaniac, Peyton 

Breedlove, and her problems. Soon after as he feels like his life is be-

coming normal, it starts to fall apart all over again. Will he go back to the 

life he had before or will he change it for the better? 

My Kind of Crazy is an amazing and heartbreaking book about being yourself. An unusual 

relationship blooms between Hank and Peyton, which puts them and the reader on an emo-

tional roller coaster. Peyton is daring and never thinks twice about her decisions, which is a 

thrill for self-controlled Hank; they balance each other out perfectly making this a wonderful 

read. The plot is brilliant. There were memorable scenes and a surprise twist. I would have 

never guessed the ending. Robin Reul did a great job telling a story that is normally overrat-

ed. I rate this book 5 out of 5. 

INTERVIEW 

Did you base off any of the characters of people you know?  

All the characters in my book are completely fictional, but the connec-

tion between Hank and Peyton is loosely based on aspects of myself 

and a dear friend of mine who is no longer with us here on the planet. 

When I was in high school, I felt pretty lost and broken in so many 

ways, and I was blessed to have a wonderful friend who didn’t try to 

fix me or judge me but instead tried to understand me and just lis-

tened. She made all the difference in my surviving that time. She was 

killed by a drunk driver when we were seventeen, and her death 

crippled me for a long time. I struggled to figure out how to tell our story because I thought it 

might help someone else, but I didn’t want it to just be a depressing tale about grief and 

loss. Instead, I wanted it to be a story about the power of human connection and the ways in 

which grief puts down roots and how we have to find the courage to move on and to rebuild 
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ourselves. Most of all, I wanted it to be a story about 

finding hope. It just needed to find the right voice, and it 

found I in Hank and Peyton.  

 

 

I’m laughing as I write this because I honestly don’t have an answer to that question. It’s just 

how Peyton showed up in my head. Here’s Hank, having committed this epic fail, setting this 

girl’s lawn on fire in a promposal gone bad. And then I pictured this girl who’d witnessed him 

do it and how much potential for humor and vulnerability and depth in the story there could 

be if his accidental problem is her real life one and how she’s drawn to him because she 

believes he’s a kindred spirit. I think it endears the reader to the characters when you ex-

pose their vulnerabilities from the start.  

 

YES! In the original draft, as Hank is leaving town, I had this great idea that it would be hilari-

ous if he left a bunch of dead fish in the front seat of his nemesis’ car. It wasn’t until I saw a 

trailer for John Green’s Paper Towns movie that was coming out around the same time that I 

was doing my revisions that I was reminded where I’d seen this genius idea before. Appar-

ently great minds think alike, but it was immediately obvious that it needed to be changed. 

My son actually helped me come up with the ending scene. It’s based on a real experience 

he had in his sophomore year of college and the minute he started telling me the story I 

knew it was absolutely the perfect way to tie everything together at the end in a realistic and 

relatable way.  

 

 

 

If only that were up to me! But I would absolutely love to see Hank and Peyton on the big 

screen! I think the story has a very cinematic feel and would easily translate into a movie so 

Hollywood, if you’re listening….check it out! 

My kids are incredibly supportive of my writing. They both read early drafts 

and gave me feedback and are an invaluable part of my revision process. Despite the fact 

that they are my kids, they are also my target audience, so if something jumps out at them, it 

probably will to other teens as well. They know that being a published author has been my 

lifelong dream and they have given me nothing but love and total encouragement to see that 

Why did you make Peyton a pyromaniac? 

Were there any other endings of the book that got cut from the final draft? 

Since you grew up on movie sets and worked years in film, would you 

ever consider turning this book into a movie?  

How do your son and daughter feel about this book or about your writing?  
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through. Every time I felt like giving up, I thought 

about the message I’m sending to them about giving up on 

their dreams when they hit speed bumps in the road. I couldn’t have 

done this without the incredible support of my family.  

 

 

I got super lucky – I think Sourcebooks did an amazing job with my cover. I really love it. 

They asked me for input early on, which is really not the norm with most publishers, and I felt 

so privileged to be included in the process. I’d always envisioned the title written in sparklers 

and they loved that idea too and it stuck. That title just jumps right off the cover. I think they 

perfectly nailed the humorous undertones of the novel by having Peyton and Hank hiding in 

the grass. The reader can infer there is some sort of connection between them and they 

hopefully will be intrigued enough to want to read on and find out what it is!  

What do you think of the cover of the book?  

Kerry Kletter, Robin Reul, Robyn Schneider, 

and Nicola Yoon  

Photos by Katie Ferguson 
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 EmergeEmergeEmergeEmerge     
BY TOBI EASTON 

Review and author interview by Jane Lee, grade 11 

Ever since the Little Mermaid unleashed a curse that stripped Mer of 

their immortality, war has ravaged the seven seas. Lia Nautilus is part of 

a secret community of land dwelling Mer that has taken refuge along the 

Malibu coast. In order to keep this community safe, she must limit con-

tact with all non-Mer. However, when Lia finds out that another Mer girl 

is using banned ancient magic called sirening to control Lia’s crush, 

Clay,  Lia risks exposing her secret to stop her. 

As a kid growing up watching Disney movies and wishing I had hair like 

the princesses, I really loved the unique addition of the Little Mermaid in this story. I thought 

the author was really creative by writing a modern day story of the descendants of the Little 

Mermaid. The plot was good, but I thought it was very predictable and I wished there was 

something more. The narrative is in Lia’s point of view and even though she does embody a 

strong female character, I would sigh sometimes because of how annoyed I was with her. 

However, one character I really loved was Caspian, Lia’s childhood friend. Until the very 

end, Caspian (super attractive) proved to be a loyal friend that truly cared about Lia. The 

story ends nicely and I was impressed with how Lia balanced both her family and her own 

beliefs together. 

Overall, I thought this book was super creative and I enjoyed Tobie Easton’s development of 

the whole story. If you’re looking for a book with mermaids, adventure, romance, and a 

strong female character, I recommend Emerge. 4/5 stars. 

INTERVIEW 

What was your favorite part/chapter to write and why?  

I have two.  The part that immediately pops into my head is when 

Lia goes down to the grottos for the first time.  A system of secret 

caves and underwater tunnels lies hidden underneath the beach-

front estates in Lia’s community.  So, when Lia takes us from the 

upper levels of her home down into these sparkling grottos, it’s 

our first peek into the world of Mermaids.  This is when the book 

starts to get magical. 

My favorite scene overall is one that’s hard to describe without 
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spoilers, so here’s my very carefully worded version: 

Clay drops by Lia’s house unexpectedly while she’s in the 

swimming pool, and he may or may 

not catch a glimpse of her tail. 

 

I love them both!  I took all my absolute favorite qualities and divvied them up between Clay 

and Caspian.  I will say, I think Lia and Clay can learn the most from each other and grow 

together as a couple.  But I really have a soft spot for Caspian because he’s the one who 

always takes me by surprise.  He’s reserved, so it’s easy to underestimate him, but 

he’s so observant and caring—and he sincerely values learning, which is a trait I can’t re-

sist.   If I’m writing a scene and it doesn’t work, bringing Caspian in always fixes it (which is 

probably why he plays such an important role in the sequel, Submerge).  

 

 

  

All my characters have at least some small piece of me (which I think is how I connect to 

each one of them and find their voices).  Lia, the protagonist, is a lot like I was in high school 

in terms of the way she thinks and how she expresses herself.  Her oldest sister Emeraldine 

is a lot like I am now.  Both consider love invaluable.  I also really relate to Caspian’s love of 

learning.  And I wish I were as cool and witty as Lia’s twin sisters, Lapis and Lazuli.  

This question I’m purposely not going to answer—but I have a good reason!  One important 

element of the book is its moral ambiguity, which is something we all have to learn to cope 

with more as we grow older.  So, I want each reader to make up their own mind.  

 

 

When I was six, I saw frog legs on a menu once and insisted on trying them.  The flavor was 

okay (garlic!), but the texture was very rubbery.  

I’m currently writing Submerge, book 2 in the Mer Chronicles.  Guys!  So much happens!  I 

can’t reveal too many details yet, but I will tell you we’ll learn more about the characters 

from Emerge and we’ll see new, unexpected sides to them.  There are also new characters 

Team Clay or Team Caspian?  

If you could identify yourself with anyone in this book who would it be?  

If you were in Lia’s position, would you siren Clay or tell your parents?  

Weirdest thing you’ve ever eaten?  

Do you have any other works you are working on right now? 
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I’m SO excited for you to meet.  Submerge really 

raises the stakes and the emotional tension of the se-

ries.  And, of course, it includes my two favorite things: magic and 

kissing!  

It’s funny—different people tend to criticize and compliment the exact same elements of any 

given story.  A plot point or character that one person dislikes will be the same one that 

makes another reader fall in love with a book.  That’s why as a writer, you ultimately need to 

trust yourself to tell the story you most want to read.  It won’t please everyone, but the peo-

ple who need it will find something real in it.  

 

 

 

I set aside time every day—usually after a nice cup of green tea.  Making writing a part of 

your daily routine is the only reliable way I know of to finish a book—and it also lets your 

brain know when it’s time to tune out the noise and unleash the creativity.  

 

 

 

I totally don’t see the point!  

 

 

 

What has been the toughest criticism and compliment you’ve been given 

as an author?  

Do you have a special time to write or do you write whenever something 

comes to mind?  

Are you a person that makes their bed in the morning, or do you not see 

much point?  

Photo by Katie Ferguson 
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In August, one of our teen reviewers got the chance to snag a Skype 

interview with Shannon Messenger, one of the authors who was fea-

tured at our annual Pasadena Loves YA book festival on September 17. 

The two series under her name are the ongoing middle grade Keeper of 

the Lost Cities series and the newly completed YA series she’s here 

today to talk about, Sky Fall. Read on to learn all about it. (Any of her 

responses that contain specific spoilers will be preceded by a warning.)  

      

 

 

 

Yeah! When you have to do that elevator pitch, I call it Last Airbender meets Twister with 

kissing. It’s basically about air elementals who are caught up in this big wind war that’s been 

going on for a while and that one of the main characters is very crucial to, even though he 

has no knowledge or training of his world. And then, of course, there’s a love story; it’s sort 

of a little bit of both. It’s not necessarily just a romance, but if you don’t like love stories, then 

it’s probably not the right book for you either. And I like to also point out that one of the fun-

nest things about the series for me is that it’s a dude in distress. In this kind of book, a lot of 

the time it’s this hopeless female character who doesn’t have any powers or abilities and 

then meets this supernatural [male] character who then saves her over and over again. 

While I enjoy that story, I kind of wanted to do something different, so I flipped it and this 

time we have a guy who is just completely clueless and the girl who is constantly kicking his 

butt and saving him throughout the series, which is very fun to write. 

This is when you’re going to realize just how boring my 

dreams are. It was a word. I woke up with the word 

“windwalker” in my mind. I don’t know why but I did. From that 

point on, I could not stop thinking about it and every time I 

_xà à{x j|Çw e|áx_xà à{x j|Çw e|áx_xà à{x j|Çw e|áx_xà à{x j|Çw e|áx     
BY SHANNON MESSENGER 

Author interview by Hadley Willman 

We’re here to talk about your newly completed Sky Fall series that fin-

ished with the release of Let the Wind Rise. Could you give us a quick 

rundown of the basic need-to-know facts of the series as a whole? 

Fun to read, too. I read in the acknowledgements of the first book that there 

was just one idea for this series that kept you up at night and you couldn’t 

sleep so you just started writing. What was this idea?  
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thought about that word, I would picture this teenage 

boy walking on the wind. I would picture Vane—at the time, I 

didn’t know his name—but I would picture him walking on the wind 

and I just kept thinking about him. Every song I would hear on iTunes, I 

would think, “That could be related to him!” Then the same thing hap-

pened with the female character; I realized that there would be a girl in the story and eve-

rything just made me think of her, too. It was specifically the word “windwalker,” which was 

the original title that I pitched the book to my editor under. She immediately said, “I love 

everything except the title, no, we’re not doing that title.” So I’m really good at titles.  

(SPOLIER ALERT FOR BOOK ONE) She came along very quickly. It’s funny, their charac-

ters really took shape from two songs. Vane, there was this song called “The Haunting” by 

Anne Berlin that was about being haunted by a girl. That came up not long after I had woken 

up and had this dream of this word and kept thinking about this boy. That song came on and 

it uses the word “wind,” which is probably why I gravitated toward it. The song is supposed 

to be about an ended relationship and you’re feeling haunted by it, but I kept thinking, what if 

he actually sort of was being shadowed by this girl? And then Audra came to me from a 

song called “Misguided Ghosts” by Paramore. And what was interesting is for some reason 

as soon as I heard it I knew not only was it the girl’s song, but I knew it was the girl at the 

end of her story, which if you’ve read Let the Sky Fall, then you know the decision that Audra 

makes at the end, and that was what fascinated me. I wanted to know: what would possess 

this girl to go through all of these things and yet still do what she does at the very end of the 

book? I wanted to write their story to that fitting point and I think that’s probably why to some 

extent the first book did focus so much on Audra because it was sort of like, I want to under-

stand this journey that she goes on: she sort of gets everything she wants and then still does 

this slightly unexpected thing at the end but that also felt very inherent to her character be-

cause I knew she was going to do it before I even knew her. The first line of the song is, “I’m 

going away for a while.” I don’t usually give the title, because if you haven’t read the book, 

then it’s like, well, now you know the ending. I knew right away that that was Audra, and it 

was just sort of about piecing together how we got from Vane at the beginning of the story, 

wondering if he’s being haunted by this girl, to her at the end not really wanting to leave but 

knowing that she needs to leave for a little while. I was like, I want to write that story. 

 

 

So you say that you originally came up with Vane before Audra, which is 

interesting because it seems like Audra is slightly more of a main charac-

ter in the first book. Did you, at the start, just plan to have Vane or did 

she come along pretty quickly?  
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I went back and forth on it a little bit, just because I wasn’t sure if I 

would be able to make the voices sound distinct enough. The very first 

thing that I woke up at four in the morning and wrote—it’s the very first chapter of Vane 

and the very first chapter of Audra, those two really really short little snippets. That’s what I 

wrote. I had those things in my head, I’d heard the song, it wouldn’t go away, and it was 

keeping me up so I finally just grabbed my laptop at four in the morning and wrote it down. 

They really didn’t change. I sent it to my friend to just sort of say, “Have I lost my mind here? 

This is YA, I’ve been writing middle grade, and it’s dual POV, first person, and I do third 

person, like what am I doing here? Please tell me if this sucks!” She wrote back and said, 

“So, I want the rest of the book.” So I kept writing it. I was testing it out to see if the voices 

would feel distinct because there’s nothing more annoying than reading a book with two 

POV’s and you have to keep flipping back to go, “Wait, who’s talking in this chapter?” be-

cause they sound so similar. I didn’t want to do that. I was like, if I’m going to do dual POV, 

then I want it to be that you can know from the first sentence, even if we’re not seeing the 

name at the top of the chapter, exactly what character it is. Otherwise, I’d rather do third 

person.  

 

 

 

My big thing was obviously YA, middle grade, that kind of thing, but I really wanted to not 

have to invent the sylph world. I wanted the sylph world to just be among us, and yes, I had 

to write a little bit of the rules of their mythology and how their abilities worked and things like 

that, but I didn’t want to have to create cities and towns and things like that because I was 

already doing that for Keeper. I wanted to write a book where I didn’t have to spend an hour 

trying to figure out what they would eat, where they would just go, and have them eat some-

where that exists. They could go to In-N-Out and eat a cheeseburger and I didn’t have to 

spend an hour inventing a new food that they would eat. And it wasn’t just laziness; I just 

thought that it would be a fun challenge of trying to mix fantasy in with our world and make it 

believable where you would think, “Yeah, there could be a sylph in In-N-Out,” and you would 

buy that because that’s a hard sell, too. It’s strangely just as hard to sell that these magical 

beings were walking among us as it is to invent your own world.  

 

Did you always plan to have two points of view?  

Were there any other significant differences between writing the Keeper 

series and Sky Fall? 

Do you have any general interest in mythology that led you to the sylphs 

and did you do a lot of research before expanding them into your own 

species?  
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It’s actually funny. What drew me to sylphs is, while I 

was doing the research for Keeper, I have this book called 

the Element Encyclopedia of Magical Creatures, and I’ve read every 

page in it because with Keeper, I knew I would be incorporating so 

many different creatures that I wanted to familiarize myself with every-

thing that was out there. That was how I discovered sylphs, and what caught my attention 

about them was that it literally only had one sentence about them. It just said, “Sylph: an air 

elemental.” And it didn’t give any mythology or anything, and that appealed to me for two 

reasons. One, because the Keeper series is about elves which have a nightmare of mytholo-

gy about them, like books and books and books, and here I was wrestling with that, trying to 

deal with the question of how do I incorporate this much mythology into a series? It was a 

really big headache for me and a creature that had zero mythology was just like, “Yay!” It 

was also cool because then it meant I could make up whatever I wanted. And the wind is 

something that has always fascinated me. I’m very much a nerd and I get fascinated by 

weird things like words and wind. The setting of the books is actually where I grew up, so 

growing up in the Coachella Valley, the wind is really weird there, and there were so many 

times where I would go out to check the mail and there would be one of those little dust dev-

il, mini tornados in my front yard and it would stroll around for a second and then whisk 

away, and it would be like, “Why?” So the idea of somebody controlling the wind and some-

body who could harness something that can be this amazing gentle breeze that feels so 

good on a hot day or that’s also a tornado that destroys an entire town, that was a fascinat-

ing idea because the wind is so dynamic that way. And I just loved that I would not have any 

existing lore about sylphs that I would have to try to incorporate. I could just say, you know 

what? I’ve decided that sylphs are this, and nobody could say, no, they read that they work 

at the North Pole like I had to deal with Keeper.  

It’s hard to say because the process of building the world for Keeper was so painful. It took 

like a year and a half, so everything by that account for Let the Sky Fall was like, “Oh, that’s 

easy,” even though it wasn’t necessarily. But it wasn’t the nightmare that was creating the 

Keeper world. I knew that I wanted each language of the wind to do something different. I 

knew that if I was going to have Westerlies be valuable, it was stupid to have it be that only 

Westerlies did something different and the other three did something else. I found that in 

So you’ve said you didn’t necessarily want to have to invent the sylph 

world too much in terms of making it so separate from what already ex-

ists but you also did have to do a lot in terms of generalizing what exact-

ly sylphs could do and some of the commands they issued to the winds. 

What was the process like to come up with some of those terms and 

rhyme schemes?  
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things like Greek mythology, they would have a differ-

ent god or goddess for each direction of the wind, so I start-

ed there, seeing what mythology existed for the wind and what 

things they generally attributed to the wind and then went from there. 

That was sort of my starting point, but it was a lot of little charts.  

 

 

 

I always thought that it made the most sense for it to be a trilogy. It felt like the villain was too 

big of a villain to be taken down in one book. It’s one of those things where it’s like, the vil-

lain’s been tormenting this world for years and years and years, and then the teenager takes 

him down in one book? Oh, that was easy! I knew that it would probably take me three 

books to get the villain taken down in a way where it would feel like, “Yeah, okay, they really 

fought, they struggled.” I knew there would be three. At one point I felt like we should do just 

two, but then I would have to cut something out, so I decided to keep it at a three book arc. 

(SPOILER ALERT) I knew that I wanted to have the character Solana, who is just sort of 

mentioned in book one. She comes in and plays a huge role in book three. I always knew I 

wanted that. I knew that I wanted to do more with Solana, but I wanted to be very clear that it 

wasn’t a love triangle. To me, what I define a love triangle as is where you’ve got one char-

acter who’s like, “I might love this one, but maybe I love this one, and I don’t know who I 

love!” To me, that’s a love triangle, and having more than one person is just real. We always 

are choosing from a variety of people and so I kind of wanted it to be that yes, there’s this 

girl that everyone is steering Vane toward, but that doesn’t mean that it’s a love triangle 

because he’s like, no. I wanted that complication there because it just made sense that their 

world would have this betrothal and everything and I found that idea really interesting, but I 

wanted it to be very clear that Vane doesn’t waver. He’s not like, “Gosh, she is kind of cute, 

and we do have a lot in common!” He just doesn’t want to be a jerk when he starts to realize 

that she’s actually a nice person and he feels bad for some of the crud that she has to go 

through because of him deciding to end their betrothal. But it’s not like he’s ever thinking, 

“Gosh, maybe I should go for Solana!” And that was really important to me, so it’s obvious 

that some people will go: one guy, two girls, love triangle! It is, but it isn’t, and that was 

something that I knew early on I was going to do. It was fascinating to me about the story to 

have that idea of, just because there’s another option, to me that feels more like it really 

When you first did come up with the idea of “windwalker,” did you 

know that you were going to expand it into a full-blown series or did 

you originally plan to cut it off somewhere early on?  

Were there any big developments, scenes, or character moments in the 

series that you knew from the beginning that you wanted to happen 

throughout the series?  
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does show how committed you are to the other per-

son if you have this perfectly good other option but you’re 

like, “But I want her. That’s the one I’m choosing. That’s the one I 

want.” I wanted to be able to do that.  

 

(SPOILER ALERT FOR BOOK ONE) Probably the In-N-Out scene. I used that as an ex-

cuse to eat at In-N-Out quite a lot, which makes me sound like I do nothing but eat cheese-

burgers. I really wanted to really capture what it’s like to be in California and be a teenager 

and where they would go on a date and that kind of thing. Then you add in the whole fact 

that Audra has been depriving herself for so long, so to have it be that her first meal in a 

really long time is this In-N-Out cheeseburger, it was way too fun for me. I kept saying, “I 

don’t know that I’ve captured this scene just right. Maybe we need to go to In-N-Out one 

more time so that I can really make sure that I’ve described the cheeseburger accurately.” 

Yeah, my job is hard, sometimes.  

I’m one of those authors who tends to be very light-handed with that kind of stuff. I mean, 

yes, there is deeper meaning that can be read into anything, but I think it’s because I des-

pise those essay questions in English class, like “Tell me the meaning of the red curtains.” 

That wasn’t something that I particularly enjoyed, having everything over-analyzed, so I try 

to be more light-handed with that stuff actually and leave it more, what does it mean to you, 

to the reader? Because I just feel that the more I tell you what it means, the more I’m suck-

ing any joy out of it, like those English classes I had that made me despise all literature be-

cause I had to pick it apart so deeply. It took me a long time. By the time I graduated high 

school, I only read if I was required to read because reading was no longer fun. So I try not 

to do that too much.  

 

 

 

 

 

I really liked that about the series. If you could choose one scene 

that was most memorable for you to write, which would it be?  

A little bit more of a specific question. Are there any real-life counter-

parts or metaphors for some of the more dark and resounding parts of 

the story?  

Say that the Westerlies had originally always had it in their nature to 

give up the fourth language without a fight and technically the series 

didn’t happen and all the four winds had all along had their representa-

tives. Which wind do you think would take more of a lead in that situa-

tion if the pressure wasn’t on for the last Westerly to lead? 
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I feel like the Easterlies are the ones who probably 

are the most versatile; they’re powerful and they’re able to 

make the hard decisions and make the sacrifices, but they’re not as 

power-crazy as the Northerlies are. I feel like the Southerlies are a bit 

too laid back, and it would kind of be the equivalent of Italy. You know, 

if you’ve ever been to Italy, it’s just like, “Wow! It’s really relaxed here!” And you look down 

the freeway and you’re like, “I can’t tell, is that car’s driving in a lane or not?” That’s what it 

would be like if the Southerlies were in charge, and the Northerlies are kind of like Germany, 

and really rigid. Then you have the Easterlies that are a little bit more of an in-between for 

those two extremes. Honestly, I feel like the Westerlies, they aren’t really meant to be lead-

ers. It’s just that at least they’re peaceful and so I think that’s kind of why I went the way I did 

with the end in the final book, which I won’t spoil. I really do feel like any of them alone aren’t 

necessarily better. I feel like you kind of need a little bit of all of them, but out of all the winds 

that I created, the Easterlies were the most versatile and could sort of do the most things 

and were the most balanced out of all of them, so if I had to pick one, I would say them.  

I have thought about that. Short stories scare me because the Keeper series actually started 

as a short story, and if you’ve seen how long those books are and how many of them there 

are, I feel like I fail epically at short fiction. I have a feeling if I tried to write a short story it 

would end up becoming another series. As far as going on with it, it would just depend on if I 

felt I had a story worth telling. I always wondered if I would struggle to say goodbye, and it 

was a little sad to say goodbye. When I wrote those final chapters, it was like, “I’m never 

going to write these characters again!” But it also felt very much like their story was done 

and there really wasn’t something that I felt like, oh, I haven’t done this yet. There are a cou-

ple other characters like Aston and Solana that I haven’t done as much with that I could 

maybe someday try to write a short story with, but I fear that short story would turn into some 

sort of epic monstrosity of a beast of 700 pages like the Keeper series, so I have not started 

down that road yet.  

 

 

Let’s just say for all of next year and even into the year after that, my writing calendar is full, 

and I have some other middle grades under contract that I’ll be announcing soon. (Her re-

sponse here has been shortened to avoid spoiling the news before anything is officially an-

nounced before a set date, so check out her social media and her website in the coming 

weeks for announcements! Exciting things are happening!) 

One last serious type question, and then I have some fun ones. Are there 

any possible plans for a short prequel or spin-off novel? 

Are there any other books in the works? 
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I would probably be a Westerly, just because I’m pretty wimpy, and so 

any sort of fighting I feel like I’d be useless at. I feel like that would probably be me. If West-

erly was out, I would probably be a Southerly. I’d just be like, “Why do we all care so much? 

Can’t we just go relax somewhere?“ 

It’s one of those things where I would love to; it’s just a matter of finding time. I would love to 

someday, but it’s on my list, and I get that with the Keeper series, too, because there’s all 

the different abilities. People ask, “Can you make a quiz?!” and I’m not good at writing quiz-

zes and it would take me a while. But I hope someday I will have the time and I’ll have a 

good idea for how to make it not lame. Or maybe someone else will decide to make one for 

me and I’ll be like, “Go do theirs!”  

I feel like Vane has my sense of humor without a filter on, like he sort of thinks and says 

things that I know better than. I feel like the way that Audra really internalizes everything and 

takes everything personally upon herself, I do think that comes from me. I’m the type who, 

I’d rather just step up and say, “I’ll do it, what do you need?” and that’s very much Audra to 

an extreme degree because of her guilt and everything. She’s very much “Let me do it, let 

me take it on.” I’m not good at asking people for favors; I’m more the type to say, “Just give it 

to me, I’ll do it!” I feel like she gets that from me. 

I actually try really hard not to do that because I like to let bad things happen to my charac-

ters. If I’ve based them off of someone I know, then I have to worry if that person is going to 

get mad at me and wonder why I killed them off or let something horrible happen to them. If 

someone starts to remind me of somebody, I usually rethink the character a bit and shift it so 

that I won’t have that problem. 

Now for the fun questions. My first one is… 

which wind are you? 

Would you ever consider making a Pottermore Sorting Hat-esque quiz 

for your website to help readers find their winds? 

Which character would you say has the qualities that best reflect 

yourself in the series? 

Are there any characters that are based on anyone you know specifi-

cally? Friends, family?  
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I would probably want enhanced strength, just because I’m really wimpy, like I can never 

even open the jar. I have to wait until my husband gets home. “Honey, can you open the 

jar?” So being able to just step outside and get some enhanced strength from the wind 

would come in really handy because I am totally a wimp. 

Oh, boy. Three words to describe the finale. Do they have to be connected? (No.) Okay, so, 

surprising (1), and… I can’t think of anything to say that isn’t a spoiler, see what happens 

when you try to limit me with words? This is why I fail at short fiction! Extreme…?(2) And, 

gosh, I want to say something but that feels like a spoiler! Hopeful?(3) 

 

 

(We continued to talk for a minute about the cats running behind her in the background of 

our Skype call.) 

There are a few characters like Gus and Solana that 

have gifts related to the wind, like enhanced strength or 

wind storage for later use in battle. What would your gift be if 

you could choose one?  

HW: Me, too! And to finish off, just three words to describe the finale. 

Perfect! Keep them guessing.  

Evelyn Skye, Shannon Messenger, Tobie Easton, and Josephine Angelini  
Photo by Alfonso Huerta 

51 



 

 

STATICSTATICSTATICSTATIC    
BY ERIC LASTER 

Review and author interview by Kara Eng, grade 12 

Static puts a twist on death. 

Instead of seeing dead people, Curtis Brooks talks to them, or at least 

just his brother. After his brother, Wilt, dies in a suspicious car accident, 

Curt starts receiving calls from the afterlife. Contacting him from a 

Walmart of dead things (e.g. black and white televisions, pet rocks, 

chariots), Wilt plots a rebellion while Curt hunts for his brother’s killer. 

The characters of Static can be frustrating. It sometimes felt like charac-

ters were being written as stereotypes because they didn’t seem that 

realistic. With the exception of Curt (and somewhat Wilt), you never form a bond with any of 

them. Curt is the only character that you get to know. You are told to like or dislike charac-

ters, but you are never really shown why. But, while readers might not be able to empathize 

with Curt’s situation, they will certainly become attached to him. Although he can be frustrat-

ing at times, his devotion to his brother and his determination are endearing. There are cer-

tain aspects of his story that I felt could have been explored more (e.g. his relationship with 

his father, how medicine and therapy has affected his life, what his relationship with Wilt 

was like before, etc.), but, for the most part, Curt is somebody that the reader will root for. 

The plot of Static was intriguing. The progression of the novel can seem slow at times be-

cause a lot of time is spent building up the suspense. Some of the situations that Curt finds 

himself in are pretty odd, but they only add to the overall feeling of absurdity (in a good 

way). While the big reveal at the end of the novel was not a surprise, it was well done. Alt-

hough it was a somewhat predictable “plot twist,” it was believable. The novel is plotted out 

in such a way that it keeps you on your toes as it slowly leads you to the truth. Overall, Stat-

ic is an alluring read that offers an interesting take on death. I give it 3.5/5 stars. 

I recommend it for anyone who is even remotely interested in the premise, but not for any-

one who is too impatient. 

INTERVIEW 

How did you come up with this idea of an Aftermart?  

When I started writing Static, I only knew that Curtis, the main charac-

ter, was receiving calls from his dead brother Wilt; I had no idea where 

Wilt was. Still, I kept writing. I reached the point in the story when Wilt 

tells Curtis where he’s calling from, and a question popped into my 
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 head. What if consumer products—items discontin-

ued for whatever reason—“dead” products, obsolete or ill-

conceived—had an afterlife as it is believed that people do? Where 

might such items go? I wondered. From there, it was (for me) a logical 

progression to the idea of an ever-expanding superstore filled with 

obsolete items and entertainments from yesteryear, where Wilt and all deceased persons 

spent eternity browsing and shopping.  

 

Being an older brother. 

I was visiting a certain city one time, on vacation, and had asked three friends for 

suggestions of places to eat the next morning. The friends were siblings, all of them in 

their 30s. At every suggestion made by the younger two, the eldest sibling scoffed, called 

the suggestions no good, and acted as if her brothers couldn’t have been dumber. I 

thought the behavior was ugly, but I recognized it. I sometimes acted that way toward 

my younger brother, dismissing what he said or did as if it were lame/stupid simply 

because he was younger and had different ideas than I. Watching the eldest sibling that 

day on my vacation, I determined to never again act as she did. We’ll have to ask my 

brother if I’ve succeeded (I feel pretty confident), but in Static I wanted to chart the 

transition that I consciously brought about in myself as an older brother. Like Wilt at 

the beginning of the book, I used to be unthinkingly dismissive of my younger brother; 

like Wilt at the end of the book, I now treat my younger brother with love and respect, 

appreciating him on his terms. Thankfully, unlike Wilt, I’m not dead. 

 

 

Excellent question. I’d like to think that I could be as resourceful and as persistent as 

Curtis given similar circumstances, but I’m not convinced that I would be. For me, 

Curtis’s courage is most evident in his agreeing to take over his brother’s secret job, a 

decision that he believes might get him killed. I’ve never been very good at courting 

danger, probably would have spied on the house where the character of Titus Yang lives, 

and nothing more. If I got so far as to discover that my brother was, in fact, murdered, 

I’d then trust the police to pursue the killer.  

 

 

Wilt. Even though he’s not “onscreen” as much as some of the other characters, he’s 

always a presence with Curtis, and it was important to me to dramatize his transition— 

evolution—from typical name-calling big brother to one who appreciates Curtis as a full-

What inspired you to write Static?  

Would you have gone about this entire situation like Curtis did?  

Who was your favorite character to write besides Curt?  
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fledged human with talents and thoughts that might 

differ from his but are no less valid because of it.  

 

I don’t tend to re-read something once it’s published, because I know that I’ll inevitably 

want to make changes—anything from fine-tuning dialogue to improving the flow of a 

scene to rearranging entire paragraphs or chapters. So I’ll answer your question by 

saying that, at the time I finished revising Static, it represented what I could do with the 

characters and themes and overall story at the time. I’m proud of it. But if I were to 

revise it now, as if it hadn’t yet been published, I would look for opportunities to go 

emotionally deeper into the characters while keeping the general tone and humor of the 

book the same.  

Looking back, is there anything that you would change 

about Static? 

Eric Laster and Josh Flores 
 Photos by Kate Ferguson 

Frank Beddor, Elizabeth Briggs, Cecil Castellucci, Eric Laster, and Thomas Voorhies  
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Aija Mayrock  
Photos by Katie Ferguson 

Above photo by Alfonso Huerta 
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THE EYE OF MINDS 

BY JAMES DASHNER 

     The YA book club met in August to talk about The Eye of 
Minds, book one in the newly completed Mortality Doctrine series by 
James Dashner, fan favorite author of The Maze Runner. In this world, 
hardly any time aside from work, school, and sleep is spent in the real 
world. All you have to do is lie down in the Coffin, close the lid, let tech-
nology do its work, and you’re transported to wherever you want to go 
in the wonderful online world of the VirtNet with all the smells, tastes, 
and sensory immersion needed to make it feel real. 
     Michael is a gamer—more specifically, a hacker. At his side are his 

best friends Bryson and Sarah, and together they make their way through the VirtNet, using 
their hacking skills whenever necessary to have a good time. Things go from fun to deadly 
serious when Michael is recruited by the government to catch a hacker in the VirtNet named 
Kaine who has been holding players hostage in the game. A person can’t survive in the 
Coffin for more than a few days, and as a result, these captive players have been found 
brain-dead inside their Coffins in real life. VNS, a Virtnet-specific government agency, wants 
Michael and his friends to use their hacking skills to track Kaine down for them before they 
deal the killing blow, but they can’t help but ask themselves, if the government can’t find a 
man in their own servers, how can three teenagers? 
     Hope was high for members of the book club who had previously read the Maze Run-
ner from this author, but almost everyone was greatly disappointed. Overall, the pace was 
too fast as the story jumped from one action scene to another, leaving no time to breathe 
and no time for character development. Each scene went by too quickly to leave that much 
of an impact on the readers. Before we had a chance to pause and think things over along-
side the characters, the moment was over and they were moving on. 
     One of the main problems for us was that the three main characters were practically 
interchangeable. They each did an equal share of the work along the way, but sometimes it 
even seemed like Bryson and Sarah were doing it all and left no room for Michael to take a 
leading role as the main protagonist. Throughout the book, he’s treated like the “chosen 
one,” but nothing he does is incredibly special when compared to his friends. Their lack of 
distinct personalities also made it difficult for us to buy into the bit of romance Dashner tried 
to fit into the story. 
     Another major question we had was: why did Michael and his friends accept this incredi-
bly deadly task when they had first-hand experience of how being involved could end 
someone’s life? The scene where the VNS explains what they needed Michael to do goes 
by way too quickly, and we agreed that they didn’t do a good enough job to have convinced 
us to set our lives on the line if we were in Michael’s place. Dashner seemed to rush a lot of 
scenes and as a result, everything seemed too easy. 
     As a whole, we’d be interested to see the book made into a movie because we thought 
the book had a lot of potential, especially visually. Dashner seemed to focus all his effort 
into writing detail on the surroundings of the world they were in, but left a lot of room to im-
prove in giving each character their own personalities and letting them interact with each 
other in new ways. While the book was a visual feat, there were too many rushed scenes 
and too many rushed character interactions for us to make us want to continue reading the 
series, and we gave the book an average of 2.5/5 stars 

YA Book Club recap by Hadley Willman, grade 11  
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READY PLAYER ONE 
BY ERNEST CLINE 

YA Book Club recap by Hadley Willman, grade 11  

     In June, the YA book club met to discuss Ready Player One by Ernest 
Cline, a popular novel for teens that was originally marketed towards 
adults. Ready Player One tells of a world thirty years in the future where 
everyone in the world is immersed in the virtual reality getaway known as 
the OASIS, where children go to school, adults make a living, and any-
one and everyone is caught up in trying to win the ‘80s-themed Hunt. 
Years ago, Halliday, one of the creators of the OASIS, died and left be-
hind a video with a single clue to set the world on its way through half a 
dozen stages of the Hunt to win the ultimate contest and receive as much 
money and power as Halliday once held himself. Over the years, no one 

has made any progress in the contest and interest begins to die down. That is, until Wade 
Watts, your average run-of- the-mill, Halliday obsessed teen unlocks the first clue and sets 
off a worldwide race against time and an evil power-hungry corporation to finish what he 
started. 
     Everyone in the book club agreed that the novel’s sense of adventure, what between 
the quests, never-ending VR abilities, and thousands of worlds in the OASIS, is what made it 
such a worthwhile read. Since the Hunt revolved around Halliday’s childhood obsession with 
the ‘80s, it created more of an impact with readers who lived through or knew aspects of that 
time period. This was most likely one of the reasons the book was originally targeted to-
wards adults, despite the characters barely being adults themselves, as most members of 
the book club felt the references go over their heads. 
     The author did a good job of providing imagery for the world and the aspects of the game 
and Hunt, but he left room for improvement with his characters. Dialogue was left to a mini-
mum, as every spare word was used for world-building, which made the novel, as one read-
er said, feel like a monologue from the author. This made the book a slower read, providing 
another reason why this may have been aimed towards older readers, as teens typically look 
for fast-paced, action-filled reads. The lack of dialogue also meant that the characters were 
not able to convey as much feeling through words as much as actions, pulling a reverse 
“show don’t tell.” 
     For the most part, we agreed that the romance in the book seemed insignificant, almost 
like an afterthought as it was so underdeveloped. Everyone believed that Wade shouldn’t 
have set aside his best friend and the years he had put into the competition for a girl he had 
just met, and we wished he didn’t let his instant fame get to his head. However, as one per-
son argued, this kind of character development allows for an emotional reaction in the read-
er, whether it be good or bad, and creates investment in the characters and their flaws alike. 
     Overall, the general consensus was that Ready Player One was a wonderful read for 
its element of adventure and the idea of seemingly limitless possibilities in virtual reality, 
not necessarily for its characters or inter-character relationships. We rated the book an ap-
proximate 4.5 out of 5 stars. 
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     For May, which happens to be Mental Health Awareness Month, the 
YA Book Club read Challenger Deep by Neal Shusterman. Challenger 
Deep follows Caden Bosch’s first symptoms with schizophrenia. YA Book 
Club talked about how YA novels discussing mental illnesses are pretty 
uncommon. It gave a detailed and emotional account of one teenage 
boy’s experience, but also made sure that the individuality of his illness 
was emphasized. We talked about how, even though many of us did not 
have first hand experience with or awareness of mental illness, Challeng-
er Deep offers a well-written depiction that educates readers. Even if 

Caden’s story seemed wholly alien, we were still able to understand some of his emotions 
and root for him when he was going through tough times. The different characters made sure 
that readers would not use Caden’s experience to generalize all mental illnesses. Many of us 
thought that the narration style did a good job of paralleling Caden’s story. While some parts 
were confusing, the reader’s journey was similar to Caden’s, who did not know what was 
happening to him either. YA Book Club also discussed villains, which happened to also be a 
big part of the story. Many of us disagreed on the identity of Caden’s adversary, but general-
ly agreed that Caden dealt with his foes gracefully and maturely. Overall, YA Book Club said 
that Challenger Deep was a unique novel that offered a lot of insight on a difficult and often 
stigmatized topic, giving it an average rating of 4.3/5 stars. 

 
     For our April meeting, the YA Book Club discussed Conviction by Kelly 
Loy Gilbert. This novel is an original story that focuses on a Christian 
family living in Ornette, California. Their lives turn around when the father 
of sixteen-year-old Braden is accused of murdering a police officer. Par-
ticipants of the YA Book Club described the story as twisting, predictable, 
and as one person stated, a bit contradicting. We could see that the fa-
ther/son relationship between Braden and his father was too normal in the 
beginning, but after the crime, his father showed his true character: a 

murderer and emotional abuser. We were able to predict this change in their relationship. 
     We were also able to predict that while his father was on trial, Trey, his estranged brother, 
would become his legal guardian. Because it’s been years since they saw each other, 
throughout the story, the relationship the brothers attempt to build seems unreal at first. We 
weren’t able to determine whether or not Trey really loved Braden, since Braden was the 
“perfect” child of the family (and Trey might have been jealous because of that); however, 
towards the end of the story, their relationship became stronger and more believable. 

CHALLENGER DEEPCHALLENGER DEEPCHALLENGER DEEPCHALLENGER DEEP    
BY JAMES DASHNER 

YA Book Club recap by Kara Eng, grade 12  

CONVICT IONCONVICT IONCONVICT IONCONVICT ION    
BY KELLY LOY GILBERT 

YA Book Club recap by Madison Comick, grade 9 
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     One reader was able to point out that when Braden went to court to testify as a key wit-
ness, the quote on the book states that “a lie will set him free” while another quote on the 
book contradicts this with, “the truth will set him free.” Braden’s father was a Christian man 
who did not follow Christian morals. Despite this, we were able to tell that the church and 
religion played a role in Braden’s life and is the reason for his hesitance in court. Even 
though his father did not show great morals throughout the story, Braden had a strong belief 
in God. He struggled with his decisions. Telling the truth was the right thing to do, but if he 
told the truth, he would be tearing the family apart for sending his father to jail. 
     Although there was an issue with the villain of the story, we all liked the way the story was 
narrated and its progression. A few readers pointed out Braden’s flashbacks seemed unim-
portant at first, but it actually pieced together nicely throughout the story. We also liked that 
the story wasn’t rushed. We favored Braden, Maddy (Braden’s girlfriend), and his mother. 
The characters we least favored were Trey, Braden’s father, and the lawyer who was de-
fending their father’s crime. Every character was believable. 
     Conviction is a story of a religious and emotional journey, emotional abuse, faith, and 
complex father/son relationships. The YA Book Club rated Conviction an average of 3.6 
stars. 
 

 
     For October, YA Book Club read The Crown’s Game by Evelyn Skye. 
While the premise was not unique, the plot and the execution of the novel 
made it stand out. While many of us had a favorite character, some of us 
felt that other characters were one-dimensional. The romance of the 
novel also had some mixed reviews. While YA Book Club had a clear 
favorite amongst the love interests, we felt that the love triangle was not 
as well executed as other parts of the plot. The magic of The Crown’s 
Game was well received, with people appreciating the way that each 
character’s magic fit their personality. Although many in YA Book Club 
felt that The Crown’s Game seemed to focus more on setting up the rest 

of the series, we still enjoyed the story and its (sometimes predictable) plot twists. Most said 
that they would read the next installment in the series. Overall, YA Book Club gave The 
Crown’s Game an average of 4.13/5 stars. 

The Crown’s GameThe Crown’s GameThe Crown’s GameThe Crown’s Game    
BY EVELYN SKYE 

YA Book Club recap by Kara Eng, grade 12 
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     For our September, YA Book Club, we discussed Static by Eric Laster. 
Most of Book Club was pretty excited about it (after reading its blurb), but 
were somewhat disappointed once we read it. Many felt that more could 
have been done with the Aftermart, since most of the blurb focused on it 
and since it just seemed really interesting (a Walmart of dead things?). 
We felt that the Aftermart was more interesting than Curtis’s investigation, 
despite it only having a minor role. Curtis, the protagonist, also wasn’t our 
favorite character, but YA Book Club liked all of the characters (except 
the villain(s)). Many wished to know more about Wilt and Curtis’s relation-
ship before Wilt’s death. At times, Static didn’t seem realistic. While that’s 

normal for novels with ghosts, the way that Curtis went about his investigation could have 
been more cautious (although it was pretty entertaining). YA Book Club agreed that Static 
was an interesting book that kept readers engaged, but felt its ending was somewhat anticli-
mactic. YA Book Club gave Static an average of 3.2/5 stars. 
 

 
     For December, the YA Book Club gathered to discuss Steelheart by 
Brandon Sanderson the first book in the Reckoners series. Like The Hun-
ger Games, certain circumstances and situations in the book reflected our 
reality. Steelheart’s hunger for power is something we have witnessed in 
our world today. The book itself, felt too focused on David, which 
was emphasized through the first-person narration. By focusing so much 
on David, we felt the the author missed opportunities to better develop 
other characters. If David observed others more than himself, especially 
in the end, it would have emphasized his own development and change 

throughout the story. Our first impressions of David was that he was arrogant and annoying, 
but also that he did some questionable things throughout the story to get the results he want-
ed. But, without the controversial and admittedly interesting actions he took, the story would 
have been less interesting. 
     YA Book Club would not have taken such actions while being an amateur as he was and 
would have thought more on our actions.  Some of us would have just stayed home in the 
first place, not understanding why someone would let themselves be so corrupted by re-
venge. His determination was not relatable to most of us. If his character displayed more 
doubt it would have made his character more realistic. But, since we were never in the 

S T A T I CS T A T I CS T A T I CS T A T I C     
BY ERIC LASTER 

YA Book Club recap by Kara Eng, grade 12  

STEELHEARTSTEELHEARTSTEELHEARTSTEELHEART    

BY BRANDON SANDERSON 

YA Book Club recap by Kara Eng, grade 12  
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same situations David was in, we weren’t sure whether we would take the same borderline 
suicidal risks. Although many of us felt like the story lacked in important elements, character 
development and relatability, the story did hold capturing, abstract, and humorous though 
somewhat clique ideas. Some of us would be interested in reading the rest of the series to 
see if it fills in the elements we felt it missed. Overall, YA Book Club gave Steelheart an aver-
age of 3.8/5 stars. 
  
If you enjoyed Steelheart some recommendations from YA Book Club are Percy Jack-
son, Mist Born, Maximum Ride, Daniel X, Ready Player One, The Leveller and Eye of Minds. 
 

 
     For October, YA Book Club read We All Looked Up by Tommy Wal-
lach. Although it was more realistic than fantasy (most members like fan-
tasy), it was well-received. We discussed how the characters seemed 
believable. As teeenagers ourselves, we were able to relate to their situa-
tions and reactions (although maturity levels were a little less believable 
at times). YA Book Club also didn’t favor one particular character. Usual-
ly, YA Book Club members have the same favorite character (and it’s 
usually pretty obvious who that person will be), but this was not the case. 
Every member of YA Book Club chose a different character. We All 
Looked Up did a good job of creating characters that we liked and situa-

tions that seemed real, causing some of us to cry at the more emotional parts. While the plot 
itself got mixed reviews (“good enough” and “best book that I’ve read in a while”), YA Book 
Club enjoyed We All Looked Up because the characters were so likeable and the setting 
was so vivid. Many in YA Book Club disliked the ambiguous ending, but agreed that it was 
the best decision for the novel and plot. Overall, YA Book Club gave We All Looked Up an 
average of 3.73/5 stars.  

WE ALL LOOKED UPWE ALL LOOKED UPWE ALL LOOKED UPWE ALL LOOKED UP    
BY TOMMY WALLACH 

YA Book Club recap by Kara Eng, grade 12  
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BOOK REVIEWS 
 

Away We Go 
by Emil Ostrovski 
 
Away We Go is a fictional 
novel about the deadly virus 
called the Peter Pan Virus, or 
PPV (The Peter Pan Virus is 
inspired by a real life comput-
er virus of the same name). 

The main story is centered on Noah Falls, a 
boy with a pessimistic view on life after his 
diagnosis with PPV. He is first sent to a 
school called Richmond, but is soon trans-
ferred to Westing, a government-funded 
school for those with PPV. There he makes 
some new friends, and goes on some adven-
tures with them.                  
     This is a good book for teens to read, and 
the maturity level is also for teens and up. 
Some of the content is more mature than 
other parts, and some content could disturb 
some readers. As such this book is recom-
mended for older teens to adults to read. 
Overall, this book is very enjoyable, I had a 
lot of fun reading it. The book was very funny 
and I had a good laugh while reading. I really 
would like to read more books by the author, 
and other books just like it. I would rate it 
4.6/5. —Satya Rajendra, grade 7 

 
Insignia 
by S.J. Kincaid 
 
Tom is a son of a gambler, 
with no mother. His often-
drunk father rants about the 
government, which fights 
wars in space using drones. 

Tom is recruited by the military at age 14, 
where he has a computer installed into his 
brain and is placed in military school. Tom 
attends classes relating to such topics as 
strategy, coding, and physical education. He 
makes friends, such as Vik, Wyatt, and Yuri. 
They go through adventures together, bond-

ing over trying to stop Tom’s brain from being 
reprogrammed, or coding wars that consist of 
releasing viruses in coding class. Online, 
Tom meets the famous “Medusa,” who fights 
for the other side of the war, and they be-
come friends. 
      This book was full of funny moments 
where Tom would tease his friends, especial-
ly Vik. They made up funny nicknames, for 
example, Gormless Cretin, or Doctors of 
Doom. The mood was not all fun and games, 
and the book had many serious moments as 
well. Despite the futuristic background, the 
book seemed like a real school, which was a 
nice touch. The teachers had personalities, 
and the other students acted real and com-
petitive. However, sometimes, the book 
seemed a bit fast, it sped through days at 
times. It would’ve been interesting to see 
what they did on a normal day. —John Chon, 
grade 9 

 
Leviathan 
by Scott Westerfeld 
 
In an alternate universe, it is 
1914. Great Britain has sur-
vived by splicing genes and 
animals meant for specific 
tasks, courtesy of Charles 

Darwin. Germany has endured by inventing 
and producing mechanical walkers to do their 
military work. Prince Alek of the Austrians is 
enjoying the absence of his parents until he 
is informed by Klopp and Volger, two family 
friends, that his mother and father were killed 
by Serbs. Before he can do anything he is 
bundled away into a Stormwalker, a two 
legged mechanical military machine armed to 
the teeth. They escape German mercenaries 
and soldiers to a hideout in Switzerland. 
Meanwhile in England, Deryn, a 15-year-old 
girl, disguises herself as a boy to get into the 
British Air Service. She is assigned to the 
Leviathan, a large ecosystem of creatures 
that serves as an airship. 
     This novel was a memorable read. The 
characters were unique, and the setting was 
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original. At some points I could almost feel 
and see through the characters’ eyes. I could 
draw resemblances between the fictional 
events in the book and the factual events of 
real life. There were some problems with the 
book, but not enough to stop me from enjoy-
ing it. Overall, this book was a great read. I 
would give it a solid 4/5. —Jacob Chon, 
grade 9  

 
Behemoth 
by Scott Westerfeld 
 
In the second installment 
of Leviathan, an alternate 
version of WW1 rages on. 
Deryn, a 15 year old girl dis-
guised as a boy in the British 
air force on an airship, be-

comes close friends with Alek, the secret heir 
to the Austrian throne and prisoner aboard 
the airship. In this reality there have been 
fantastical scientific strides, which is why the 
“airship” is actually a gigantic whale called a 
Leviathan. Alek escapes, accidentally taking 
an experimental genetically modified crea-
ture with him, leaving Deryn still on the air-
ship.  She is tasked with sabotaging the ene-
my. During her mission she runs into Alek, 
and they team up to attack the enemy that 
Deryn was tasked with sabotaging. 
     I liked this book and how it staged things. 
It set up each and every scene as an mo-
ment that was amplified by what was hap-
pening. Each scene was written in sight of 
what was happening. However, sometimes 

the scenes moved too slow and had 
too much detail that distracted from 
the overall situation. Behemoth was a 
great read. 3 stars out of 5. —John 
Chon, grade 9 
 
The Defender  
by Graham McNamee 
 
Tyne Greer is a six-foot-six giant high 
school girl that resides in an old apart-
ment building called the Zoo. Her 

father, Ted Greer, is the 
superintendent of the build-
ing, and she helps him repair 
things in the building. But 
one day, when she goes 
down all the way to the bot-
tom of the building, she finds 
a crack in the wall conceal-

ing the dead body of a teenage girl. When 
she tells her dad, he goes down to investi-
gate. But upon his return, he tells her that 
she must have been imagining things. De-
spite this, Tyne is determined to uncover the 
truth about what really happened in the bot-
tom of the Zoo. In her adventure, however, 
she finds that perhaps the truth is not always 
meant to be found. 
     This book is pretty good. I really enjoyed 
reading it, and there was also some humor 
mixed in. The book contains some explicit 
language and graphic descriptions, so don’t 
read if that bothers you. 
     Overall, the book was a great read, and 
most teen readers will probably enjoy this 
book. The author started the story quickly, 
wasting no time with drawn out character 
exposition. Out of 5, I would rate this book a 
4.4. —Satya Rajendra, grade 7 

 
Noggin 
by John Corey Whaley 
 
Noggin is an excellent, must-
read book by John Corey 
Whaley. The story is full of 
funny jokes and hilarious 
moments, and positive roles 

models and messages. The novel has some 
mature content for teen readers, such as 
vulgar language. The characters do not 
evolve all together but at their own pace, 
making the story even more enjoyable. This 
is a good way to write a story, but the author 
focuses on the main character’s path the 
most and pays less attention to other charac-
ters. The ending to the story was not a nor-
mal happy ending; it ended abruptly. This 
was a cool change from what most authors 
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do with books: having the book have a happy 
ending. 
     The book was a very good read. The 
characters were funny at times and at other 
times they were completely serious, chang-
ing between the two moods seamlessly. The 
story was funny; I even laughed aloud while I 
read this in class. During some serious parts, 
the characters acted in a way most people 
would act, although the main character 
Travis would act differently than he would 
normally would, as he had taken a five-year-
long nap with only his head. The characters 
also get angry and have different emotions at 
exactly the right time. Overall, this book was 
an awesome book to read and I think all 
teens should check out a copy of this book 
from their library. I would rate it 4.5 stars. —
Satya Rajendra, grade 7 

 
Lady Midnight 
by Cassandra Clare 
 
Lady Midnight marks the start 
of a new trilogy that takes 
place in Cassandra Clare’s 
highly-esteemed Shad-
owhunter world in which Shad-

owhunters, or half-angel warriors, are sworn 
to fight demons. Clare’s long-awaited release 
takes place five years after the events of City 
of Heavenly Fire and presents a fresh per-
spective by focusing on parabatai Emma 
Carstairs and Julian Blackthorn of the Los 
Angeles Institute. With the discoveries of 
various bodies of Shadowhunters and faeries 

who were murdered in the same fash-
ion as Emma’s parents, the Shad-
owhunters and the faeries enter a 
tentative but illegal alliance, prohibited 
by the Cold Peace that they signed 
after the Dark War. To complicate 
things, the faeries return Julian’s 
brother, Mark, as a bargaining tool. 
However, the faerie world works dif-
ferently than the Shadowhunters’ 
world does, and Mark has barely aged 
and does not remember his family. To 

top it all off, Emma and Julian are beginning 
to have romantic feelings for each other. 
Being parabatai allows them to be everything 
to each other but forbids them from falling in 
love. Emma, Julian, and Mark are only given 
two weeks to solve the murders, in which 
Emma discovers secrets of the past and 
leaves her wondering what is Julian hiding? 
Why are parabatai not allowed to fall in love? 
And who really killed her parents? 
     As a reader who has read all of the previ-
ous books in the Shadowhunter series, I 
must say that this one did not disappoint and 
was equally brilliant, if not more. Going into 
this book, I was expecting a repeat of the 
previous two series, but Clare has truly out-
done herself and created another master-
piece. Although the first couple hundred 
pages were somewhat slow-paced, I found 
that I could not put the book down as it be-
gan to pick up. I really liked how the titles of 
the chapters were lines of Edgar Allan Poe’s 
poem “Annabel Lee” and I enjoyed how the 
poem was incorporated in the solving of the 
mystery. In addition, the characters had com-
plex thoughts and interesting solutions to 
issues. The action-packed plot combined 
with the building of relationships between 
family members, friends, and others made 
the book extremely intriguing. 
     Overall, this book was phenomenal. I 
would recommend this book to anyone who 
is looking to read fantasy with a touch of 
romance. The setting of this book is easy for 
readers to connect and visualize since it is 
set in present-day Los Angeles, a spot that 
many people know. Although it can be read 
as a stand-alone, I would recommend that 
potential readers first read one of the other 
Shadowhunter books before reading this one 
to get some background. Clare does a beau-
tiful job with this book. 5 stars! —Kelly 
Huang, Teen Reviewer 
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Desert Dark 
by Sonja Stone 
 
Nadia Riley has been select-
ed to go to an elite school 
known as Desert Mountain 
Academy. What she or her 
parents don’t know is that the 

school is actually a secret training facility for 
future CIA black-ops members. But there is 
also a double-agent working in the facility. 
The overall story was a very interesting one 
and a book most people will enjoy reading. 
     I really enjoyed how the author wrote 
about everyone’s experience from their point 
of view. When one person was very sad or 
depressed, the author illustrates what they 
felt and how they acted in response perfectly. 
The characters all had different points of 
view on many important issues, and the au-
thor did very well to describe how each char-
acter felt differently about the situation. 
     Overall, this book is a good read, and 
everyone interested in a good spy story 
should read this. The characters were funny 
and serious when the plot needed them to 
be. The plot and storyline were also very 
compelling, and I couldn’t wait to get up each 
day and start reading it again. This is proba-
bly one of the most exciting books I have 
read in awhile. I would rate it 4.7/5 stars. —
Satya Rajendra, grade 7 
  
The House of Scorpion 
by Nancy Farmer 
 

This book was an 
interesting read.  I 
enjoyed the uni-
verse and mytholo-
gy the writer creat-
ed.  The characters and world felt real 
to me, and I could understand what 
was happening. However, the author 
could have elaborated more on the 
military academy. Despite most of the 
story happening at the military acade-
my I didn’t know much about the 

academy itself. It deserves 4/5 stars. —
Jacob Chon, Grade 9                            

 
The Testing 
by Joelle Charbonneau 
 
In a world where chemical 
bombing and total warfare 
has decimated the globe, 
Malencia Vale, the daughter 
of an agricultural scientist, is 

chosen for the Testing, a government pro-
gram looking to find the next leaders of the 
world.  Her family is ecstatic, but her father 
tells her to not trust anyone.  Malencia imme-
diately makes both new friends and enemies 
at the Testing Center, but something is 
off.  Those who fail tests are never seen 
again.  Then one of their tests involves drop-
ping them in the middle of a wasteland. Their 
only goal is to survive and make it to the 
finish line.  However, there are limited spots 
and in the days that follow, Malencia witness-
es her friends kill others to win.  Will she 
make it out alive or will she become one of 
those who disappear?  
     The Testing seems like an ordinary book 
at first riding on the coattails of The Hunger 
Games, but it is actually unique. The humani-
ty of the characters and the hard decisions 
they must make when it comes to killing their 
friends they make puts it above others.  This 
is a good read for those who liked Divergent 
and The Hunger Games.  I would give it a 
solid 4/5 stars. -Jacob Chon, grade 9 

 
Independent Study 
by Joelle Charbonneau 
 
In the sequel to The Testing, 
Malencia Vale, known as 
Cia by her friends, is a 
freshman in college. She is 
struggling with the class she 
was placed in, Government, 

which is not her preferred choice of Engi-
neering. A senior who is assigned to help her 
through her first few weeks tells her that the 
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teachers have set her up to fail. She, appar-
ently, had her memory wiped after the first 
part of the testing in order to get into the 
college. Cia finds out quickly that she had to 
traverse a wasteland and beat out other 
competitors to win. Some of her friends killed 
and were killed. Cia joins a revolution, but 
something isn’t right. The leader keeps de-
laying the fight over and over again. All the 
while, she interns with the president who is 
pushing to also reform the testing system. 
Will she succeed? 
     This book was a refreshing read. It had 
lots of interesting parts where each and eve-
ry character interacted. I loved how the main 
character acted realistically, like a person 
who you would know in real life. I also liked 
the plot twists and the horror that human 
nature is shown to be. 5 stars —John Chon, 
grade 9 

 
The Roar 
by Emma Clayton 
 
In the book, The Roar, peo-
ple live in a dystopian world, 
where they must live inside 
of walls to stay away from 
radioactive dust. The entire 

planet was destroyed because people were 
trying to kill savage animals. The story fol-
lows a young boy, Mika, who grew up deal-
ing with the fact that his sister, Ellie, mysteri-
ously disappeared when he was younger. It 
turns out she was actually kidnapped and is 
still being experimented on by a leader of the 

government who wants more children 
for a secret project. Mika enters a 
competition that could lead to him 
finding his sister, but will he succeed? 
And at what cost?   
     This book had an unexpected 
ending. It often left me internally 
screaming at the main character be-
cause he was about to fall into a trap, 
which is a good thing because it 
shows that I actually felt for and liked 
the main character. The book was set 
up in such a way that it had two great 

points of view in one story; Mika and his 
sister. It sometimes had loose ends. This 
often lead to confusion on what was happen-
ing. 4 stars. —John Chon, grade 9  

 
Future Shock 
by Elizabeth Briggs 
 
Elena Martinez is a foster 
child just a few months shy 
from turning eighteen, being 
kicked out of the system, 
and forced to make her own 

way on the streets of Los Angeles as an 
adult. Her problem? She doesn’t have any 
money to go to college, and she can’t get a 
job. Out of the blue, a woman shows up at 
her foster home and offers her thousands if 
she’ll partake in a few hours of unnamed 
work the next day at Aether Corporation, a 
high-tech company that wouldn’t seem to 
need help from a teenage girl in any of their 
work. 
     Although it sounds sketchy, Elena agrees 
because she needs the money. She shows 
up the next day and winds up being sent  into 
the future to take 24 hours worth of notes 
working alongside four other teens who are 
likewise looking for the holy grail of 
paychecks. Despite Aether’s warnings, they 
each end up looking into the fates of their 
future selves, which sends them spiraling 
into a race against the clock that may just 
make or break the future they’re trying to 
prepare for by working this job. 
     Overall, this book has well-rounded char-
acters, each with their own separate quirks 
and personalities, the perfect touch of ro-
mance and betrayal, the wonderful premise 
of time travel and its repercussions, and a 
plot with no loose ends. From personal expe-
rience, this is the kind of book that will leave 
you reading it straight through in one ses-
sion. Your other priorities will be pushed 
aside. This is the perfect read for those who 
need an escape from homework, chores, and 
real life in general. 4.5/5 stars. —Hadley 
Willman, grade 11 
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Extraordinary Means 
by Robyn Schneider 
 
Extraordinary Means by 
Robyn Schneider is a novel 
about what happens when 
you contract incurable tuber-
culosis. It’s a YA novel that 

focuses on disease, but doesn’t make dis-
ease define all of its characters. Extraordi-
nary Means follows the stories of Lane, the 
hardcore academic who was ranked #2 in his 
class, and Sadie, the girl who’s been sick for 
so long she doesn’t remember what it’s like 
outside the sanatorium. 
     The dual narration of Extraordinary 
Means gives you insight into what both Lane 
and Sadie are thinking. It gives you two very 
different perspectives on the same situation, 
offering the point of view of the girl who 
doesn’t really remember life outside the san-
atorium and the view of the boy who’s been 
plotting his life after the sanatorium since day 
one. Of course, I had a narrator that I pre-
ferred, but it wasn’t because I was annoyed 
by the other. Both narrations are intriguing 
and endearing. Sometimes multiple narra-
tions can get annoying because they cut off 
one another and break up the plot, but that 
was not the case here. Instead of breaking 
up the story, the dual narration tied it togeth-
er. 
     All of the characters were real. There 
wasn’t a time where I got frustrated or con-
fused because a character acted in a way 
that made no  Even the secondary charac-

ters had their own personalities and 
backstories. If Sadie and/or Lane 
were not the protagonists, any other 
character could easily step up to take 
their place. Personally, I enjoyed 
reading about the secondary charac-
ters as much as reading about Sadie 
and Lane. 
     The plot itself is pretty slow. Tuber-
culosis is a slow disease so the great-
est conflict comes slowly, in quiet 
symptoms. This novel is also more 

realistic. Characters aren’t rushing around 
the world searching for a magic cure. In-
stead, they’re stuck inside an isolated sana-
torium. Because of this, most of the plot ties 
into character development. The conclusion 
itself is not surprising, but that doesn’t make 
it any less satisfying or upsetting. Readers 
will find themselves more affected than they 
would have thought. 
     Overall, I give Extraordinary Means a 4/5 
stars. I recommend it for those that enjoy a 
good novel that focuses more on character 
relationships and development, but not for 
those that want a book that gives them a 
rush of adrenaline. -Kara Eng, grade 12 

 
The Martian 
by Andy Weir 
 
In The Martian, the debut 
novel of Andy Weir, astro-
naut Mark Watney is strand-
ed on Mars after his crew 
had to evacuate from a dust 

storm. Believing Watney to be dead, the 
crew mourns while heading back to Earth in 
the Ares III spacecraft. Little did they know 
that Watney had miraculously survived the 
storm and must survive on Mars with limited 
resources and perpetual loneliness. 
     I had a hard time getting into the book. 
For a debut novel, Weir did a swell job. It 
featured a really interesting story, the writing 
was easy to read through, and I understood 
the fundamentals of what was happening 
despite all the technical jargon going over my 
head. However, the novel definitely wasn’t 
the best I’ve ever read. 
     A lot of the problems I had while reading 
the book was due to the main character. 
Living on Mars with limited supplies is obvi-
ously very suspenseful, and the precarious 
situation Watney is in should have kept me 
engaged in the book. It didn’t. A large part of 
that had to do with Watney’s personality. 
Whenever a life or death event occurs, Wat-
ney makes incredibly immature jokes. While 
the jokes add an important comedic element 
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contrasting the bleakness of the story, the 
bad timing really ruined the tension during 
much of the plot. 
     Furthermore, I wasn’t even as emotionally 
invested in Watney as I should have been. 
Without learning much of his personal life 
and motivations, his character came off a bit 
one-dimensional at times. For a book fo-
cused solely on his survival, this is a big 
problem. I grew bored while reading very 
quickly because of this (admittedly, I was 
also bored by the long explanations of the 
science behind how he manages to save 
himself – which really make up a good por-
tion of the book). 
     That being said, there were moments 
when this novel really shined: times I really 
wanted Watney and the other characters to 
succeed. However, those moments were few 
and far between. I remained apathetic for 
most pages and the only thing that really kept 
me reading was curiosity for whether or not 
Watney will survive. 
     Do I recommend you to read The Mar-
tian? If you are into space, definitely. If you 
don’t mind simplistic language mixed with 
scientific jargon, and good ol’ poop humor, 
give the book a whirl. But if you’re looking for 
character development and something more 
substantial, this is not the book for you. 
3 stars. —Kristina Yin, grade 11 
 
Arcana Rising 
by Kresley Cole 
 
Arcana Rising is the 

fourth book in the 
Arcana series. It 
picks up right 
where the last one 
left off. I’ve really enjoyed reading the 
other books in this series and this 
latest installment was not a disap-
pointment (except for another cliff-
hanger, but what can you do?). 
     While the setting of this book is 
captivating, it is not the focus of the 
novel. By now, we’re pretty familiar 

with the terrain and the whole post-
apocalypse thing. The main focus of this 
book is the Game. We’re introduced to al-
most all of the rest of the Arcana, and each of 
them has their own unique personality. None 
of these additional characters are just props 
for main characters. If they had their own 
books, I would read them. Kresley Cole re-
veals enough about the characters to draw 
you in, but hides enough information that you 
need to know more. The characters are inter-
esting and realistic. There wasn’t a time 
when I totally disagreed with any of the deci-
sions or actions that they had made/done. 
     The plot itself was a little more shaky. 
While it was incredibly interesting, it was all 
build up. Book 4 is clearly setting up for book 
5. This can be frustrating at times, but I was 
too caught up in reading about the buildup to 
care too much. I read this entire book in one 
sitting because I just had to know what was 
going to happen next. 
     Overall, I recommend that anyone who 
has read the series up until now to keep on 
reading since Arcana Rising is a wonderful 
continuation. If you haven’t started the series 
yet, I highly recommend that you do. 5/5 
stars. —Kara Eng, grade 12 
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Left: Timothy, Nation-
al Night Out at Has-
tings Branch Library.  
Photo by Erik Her-
nandez 

Right: Ms. Beale's 6th 
grade English Class at La 

Pintoresca Branch Library: 
"Speed Dating With Books" 

Left: Book Clocks at 
Santa Catalina Branch 
Library.  
Photo by Deborah 
Takahashi. 



 

 

Right: Washington STEAM Magnet School at 
La Pintoresca Branch Library 

Left: Emma with her candy sushi at 
Hastings Branch Library.  
Photo by Paola Cardenas. 
 
 
 
 
 
Below:  Beetlejuice Sandworms.  
Photo by Deborah Takahashi 


