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REVIEWS HIGHLY RECOMMENDED BOOKS

times, disturbing themes. Each story can be taken separately, as 
only two contain repeating characters. Despite weighty undertones, 
Ellis provides a fitting preface to her work with the dedication,  
“To all who just need a moment of peace.”
Amy Mathers is a columnist for the CCBC’s e-newsletter for teachers and a YA reviewer 
for the National Reading Campaign.

Speaking our Truth:  
A Journey of reconciliation
written by Monique Gray Smith
Orca Book Publishers, 2017
978-1-45981-583-4 (hc) $29.95
978-1-4598-1585-8 (eBook) $9.99
for Grades 4 to 8

Non-fiction | Reconciliation | Resilience |  
Respect | Canada | Indigenous Peoples  

Truth and reconciliation, residential schools, cultural genocide 
and systemic racism are difficult topics that we, as Canadians, are 
grappling with as we acknowledge our history and our painful 
relationship with Indigenous peoples. Healing of past wounds 
and repairing that relationship require time, awareness and, 
importantly, education. Monique Gray Smith has written an 
astoundingly honest and inclusive book that tackles these issues 
with compassion and clarity.  
 Of mixed heritage herself, Smith welcomes readers to take this 
journey of reconciliation with her, “In my Nihiyaw (Cree) language, 
we say tawâw, which loosely means “there’s always room.” For you, 
for me, for your friends, your family, your community. There’s 
always room.”
 The book is comprised of three chapters based on the three 
strands of a braid of sweetgrass and incorporates elements of 
the Seven Sacred Teachings. Chapter one, Honesty, explores our 
collective history as Indigenous and non-Indigenous Canadians, 
including The Indian Act, residential schools and the cumulative 
effects of those schools on generations of Indigenous children. 
Love, the second chapter, asks the question “Where Do We Stand 
Today?” Here Smith explores the meaning of reconciliation, 
explains the Truth and Reconciliation Commission and looks at 
continued barriers to justice. Chapter three, Kindness, examines 
what it means to be an ally and the importance of bridge building. 
In this chapter, a diverse group of young people speak about what 
reconciliation means to them. 
 Smith provides many opportunities for reflection within the text 
and asks thought-provoking questions. Her respectful, authentic 
voice shines throughout the whole book and she allows room 
for multiple perspectives. She takes the time to clarify meanings 
and provides ample documentation through an array of archival 
photographs, mini-interviews and explanatory sidebars. Smith also 
reminds readers to take care of themselves when reading topics 
they find upsetting. Valuable information is also included in the 
endnotes. 
 This exemplary title, so obviously written from the heart, is a 
book that all young people should read. Indeed, it is a book that all 
Canadians need.
Tracey Schindler

Two Times a Traitor
written by Karen Bass
Pajama Press, 2017
978-1-77278-031-4 (hc) $17.95
978-1-77278-024-6 (pb) $12.95
for Grades 4 to 8

Historical Fiction | Time Travel | Family 
18th-century Canada | Siege of Louisbourg

Fresh from another fight with his father, 12-year-old Laz wanders 
during a family vacation to the Halifax Citadel and ends up 
stranded in 1745. At first, Laz thinks it’s a joke — some elaborate 
prank by his father to reform him — until he is accused of being 
an Acadian spy and held captive on the Constance, a British ship. 
Surviving in the 18th century is a daunting prospect, requiring 
Laz to think and act fast to get himself out of some dire situations. 
As the days pass, however, new connections make him question 
whether he really wants to return home after all.
 Two-time winner of the Geoffrey Bilson Award for Historical 
Fiction for Young People, author Karen Bass follows up Graffiti 
Knight and Uncertain Soldier with Two Times a Traitor, weaving 
an exciting tale of adventure, time travel and war, all within a 
historical perspective.
 Bass’s writing provides a visceral experience of the events leading 
up to the Siege of Louisbourg, thrusting Laz into a life completely 
unknown to him, without technology, clean drinking water or 
regular bathing. Armed with his parkour skills and a certain knack 
for getting people to trust him, Laz manages to get by and even 
thrive under such harsh conditions.
 The result is a sharp contrast. Given opportunity and indepen-
dence in 1745, Laz proves he is capable of taking care of himself and 
stepping up into a more adult role, whereas, in the present, Laz is 
constantly at odds with his father and without opportunity to show 
how capable he actually is. Bass explores this contradiction briefly 
in the book’s resolution, highlighting the fact that reintegrating 
into the modern world is not going to be easy. 
 Resurfacing after being immersed in Bass’s highly charged, 
patriotic and engrossing portrayal of 1745 is certainly a challenge, 
not just for Laz but for the reader as well.
Amy Mathers

SENIOR fICtION AND NON-fICtION fOR 
GRADES 7 AND up

#notyourPrincess:  
Voices of native American Women
edited by Lisa Charleyboy and  
Mary Beth Leatherdale
Annick Press, 2017
978-1-55451-958-3 (hc) $19.95
978-1-55451-957-6 (pb) $14.95
for Grades 8 and up

Non-fiction | First Nations | Stereotypes | Diversity | Indigenous Women | 
Racism | Identity | Inequality | Gender | Prejudice | Self-esteem | Tolerance | 
Multiculturalism | Adversity

#NotYourPrincess: Voices of Native American Women, edited by Lisa 
Charleyboy (Tsilhqot’in — Tsi Del Del First Nation) and Mary Beth 
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Leatherdale, is a powerful, reflective anthology, featuring the words 
and art of more than 55 contemporary female Indigenous artists 
from across North America. 
 Through a sweeping range of poetry, interviews, essays,  
illustrations and photographs, this poignant collection offers an 
emotionally raw and much-needed perspective on what it means 
to be a Native American female today. Invisible wounds from the 
past mix with lessons for and celebrations of future generations, 
immersing the reader in bold journeys of contemplation, healing 
and renewal.
 Broken into four separate sections — The Ties that Bind Us,  
It Could Have Been Me, I Am Not Your Princess and Pathfinders —  
this 112-page compelling resource grabs hold right from its 
arresting title and Charleyboy’s heartfelt foreword — “… a love 
letter to all young Indigenous women … to help dispel those 
stereotypes so we can collectively move forward to a  
brighter future.”
 Done in the same engaging format and visual style as the 2015 
bestselling Dreaming in Indian: Contemporary Native American 
Voices (which is also edited by Charleyboy and Leatherdale), 
#NotYourPrincess is a thought-provoking, vibrant and inspirational 
exploration of identity, stereotyping, tolerance, strength and 
diversity and contains four pages of detailed contributor bios.
 Its indelible, passionate message of courage and hope is sure to 
spark meaningful conversation both in and out of the classroom, 
making this a moving, one-of-a-kind must-read that needs to be 
on the shelves and in the minds of teachers, librarians and teens 
everywhere. Readers can join the conversation on Twitter by using 
the book’s title as the hashtag.
Jennifer D. Foster is a freelance editor and writer, chair of Editors Toronto and 
administrative director of Rowers Reading Series.

The last namsara
(iskari, Book 1) 
written by Kristen Ciccarelli
HarperTeen, 2017
978-0-06-256798-7 (hc) $21.99
978-0-06-256800-7 (eBook) $13.99
for Grades 8 and up

Fiction | Fantasy | Mythology | Mythical Creatures | 
Identity | Romance

With her hideous scars to serve as a constant reminder, Asha never 
forgets that it was her illicit love of the old stories that brought 
down the fiery wrath of Kozu, the First Dragon, on the people 
of Firgaard when she was just a child. Since that time, Asha has 
accepted her role as the new Iskari, or life taker, the realm’s most 
fearsome slayer of dragons. And when her father, the king, asks 
her to bring him Kozu’s head, which would bring an end to the 
old ways, to the Old One and the old stories, Asha doesn’t hesitate 
to accept the challenge. Especially when her reward will be the 
dissolution of her betrothal to Jarek, the loathsome and arrogant 
commandant of her father’s army. But when her brother begs her to 
help save the life of one of Jarek’s slaves, Asha finds herself caught 
up in a very different movement, and she slowly begins to see the 
truth along with the lies, manipulations and betrayals that have 
made her into the person she has become. Only then is she able to 
discover her true identity, and who she really wants to be.

 This magnificent debut novel invites readers into a finely crafted 
world that is rife with political machinations and rich with ancient 
mythologies. The author expertly weaves the Old One and the old 
stories into her tale, creating a complex and compelling saga. Asha 
is a well-developed character, whose desire to please her father and 
atone for her terrible mistake gives her a vulnerability that softens 
the fierce persona she has adopted. And her tender-heartedness 
is often in evidence, particularly when she discovers the truth 
about her connection to the dragons. As the bond between her 
and Torwin (the slave with whom her life seems to be inextricably 
bound) deepens, their love story becomes one more element 
to savour in this epic tale that features strong world building, 
engaging characters and an intricate plot.
Lisa Doucet is Co-Manager of Woozles in Halifax.

The lives of Desperate Girls
written by MacKenzie Common
Penguin Teen Canada, 2017
978-0-14-319871-0 (hc) $21.99
978-0-14-319872-7 (eBook) $11.99
for Grades 8 and up

Fiction | Mystery | Murder |  
Sexual Assault | Indigenous Women | Injustice | 
Gender-based Violence

“White victims got full-page articles about their personalities,  
their achievements and their dreams. Aboriginal women were  
only bodies.”
 Set in 2006, MacKenzie Common uses her life growing up 
in Northern Ontario to tell a tale that still resonates with the 
experiences of women and girls in 2017. When Jenny Parker’s best 
friend, Chloe Shaughnessy, goes missing, the town focuses its full 
attention on trying to find this young woman. This includes the 
local police department, who are determined to bring Chloe home 
again. When Helen Commanda, a quiet Indigenous girl from the 
local reserve, is found dead in a snowbank, those same police are so 
wrapped up in Chloe’s disappearance that they move Helen’s case 
to the back burner. Shocked by the blatant disregard for this young 
Indigenous woman’s life, Jenny takes matters into her own hands to 
piece together Helen’s last days and possibly find her killer.  
 Rife with suspense and harsh realities, Common’s debut 
novel sparks conversations about the ongoing mistreatment of 
Canada’s Indigenous female population. Because Common spent 
the majority of her life living in Northern Ontario, she is able to 
provide a believable narrative structure that gives teens the chance 
to reflect on their own privileges. The gender-based violence that is 
explored in this novel may seem harsh to some readers; however, 
it is an important conversation starter about whether “Life would 
always be a playground for men and a survival course for women,” 
as the main character reflects during her search for these two 
missing teens. 
Ashley Pamenter writes programming for Girl Guides of Canada – Guides du Canada — 
and is a former elementary teacher in Toronto, Ontario.


