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If you already met D.J. Schwenk in Dairy 
Queen, Murdock’s fi rst novel, you’ll remember 
that she was up to her armpits in — to put it im-
politely — cow poop. But that’s life on a Wiscon-
sin dairy farm ... life before Brian that is. When 
the rival high school’s coach decides that his star 
quarterback, Brian Nelson, needs a little attitude 
adjustment, he assigns him to a summer job: work-
ing on the Schwenk farm alongside D.J. It’s hard to 
tell who’s unhappier: D.J., who has to put up with 
a smart rich kid, or Brian, who fi nds himself at the 
business end of a shovel. But when the two start 
training together, life becomes a whole new adven-
ture. And when D.J. surprises herself by deciding 
to try out for her own school’s football team, let’s 

just say, she’s not the only 
one who’s surprised. 

Now D.J. and Brian are 
back in The Off Season. 
Summer is over, D.J. is 
suited up for the opening 
game. She’s about to learn 
something surprising 
about herself. She’s going 
to fi nd out what prejudice really feels like, she’s 
going to experience her fi rst real kiss, and she’s 
going to encounter a tragedy that changes her,
her family and her future. In fact, she’s going to 
fi nd out that the “off season” takes every bit as 
much courage as surviving out there on the
50-yard line. 

(If you’d rather listen than read, both titles are 
available as audiobooks from Listening Library, 
read by Natalie Moore.) 

— Kristi Jemtegaard,
 Youth Services Supervisor,  Arlington Public Library 

Ever fi nish a book and wish you could talk about it with 
somebody who’s just read it, too? Judy Gelman and Vicki 
Levy Krupp can help. They’ve written The Kids’ Book 

Club Book (Tarcher; paperback, $16.95). It’s a great guide 
to starting a book club and keeping it fun. They’ve got tons 
of good books to recommend, along with activities and even 
recipes — food for thought. Senior editor Ron Charles spoke 
with Judy Gelman, who lives in Needham, Mass. 

Aren’t book clubs just for moms? 
No, book clubs are defi nitely for kids of all ages. And 

they’re not just in schools and libraries, either. We surveyed 
500 book clubs — in homes, bookstores, in a resort, in two 
juvenile detention facilities, churches and synagogues, YMCAs, 
museums. They’re cropping up everywhere. 

How do you start a book 
club without looking 
like a total geek? 

Well, fi rst of all, reading 
is cool. There are book clubs 
for graphic novels, manga, 
fantasy, science fi ction 
— whatever kinds of books 
kids want to read. 

What do you say at a book club meeting besides,
“I really liked this book” or “This book stinks”? 

One goal is get everyone talking. So a lot of clubs start by 
having kids rate the book — assign it a number — so that 
everyone gets a chance to talk. Other clubs start with ice 
breakers. For instance, we talked with a book club that read 
Patricia Reilly Giff’s Pictures of Hollis Woods, and they had 
everybody come with family pictures. Kids like questions that 
relate to themselves: Can you imagine living on Alcatraz Island 
at the time period in Gennifer Choldenko’s Al Capone Does 
My Shirts? Would you have done this if you were this charac-
ter? This is not school. We don’t want this to feel like school. 
Or like work. 

What activities can you do at a book club meeting? 
It’s not just sitting and having a discussion. We found clubs 

doing everything. One adventurous group read horror stories 
and then had a “Fear Factor” competition. Another read ac-
tion-adventure stories and then went to an action-adventure 
camp. Another went to a college basketball game after they 
read a sports book. There’s a boys’ book club in Indiana that 
focused on cars, and then a race car driver came and spoke to 
them. Another one read Orson Scott Card’s Ender’s Game, 
and then they went out and played laser tag. We talked with a 
group that read Because of Winn-Dixie, by Kate DiCamillo, 
and asked an animal shelter worker to come speak with them. 
With the book Freaky Friday, by Mary Rodgers, we have an 
activity where mothers and daughters come dressed as one 
another. 

What food could I fi x for a discussion 
on “Hoot” by Carl Hiaasen? 

Buttermilk pancakes — because there’s a pancake house in 
the book. Or owl-shaped cookies. 

—For book recommendations, fun activities, book-related recipes 

and a newsletter, check out www.kidsbookclubbook.com.
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School Days
For 12-year-old Ginny Davis, few things 

are yuckier than school cafeteria lunches. And 
of the stomach-churning offerings heaped on 

unhappy students, the 
yuckiest by far is meat-
loaf. It’s so disgusting 
at Ginny’s school that it 
inspires poetry — haiku, 
to be precise: 

“Oh yucky meatloaf/ 
sitting under the hot 

lights/ so gray and gristly.” So it’s not Shake-
speare, but even he had to start somewhere. 
Ginny, a girl “who’s so good at understanding 
words,” doesn’t limit herself to verse. She also 
tells her story of seventh-grade survival in the 
form of to-do lists, diary entries, instant mes-
sages, receipts, memos, Post-it notes, bank 

statements, mean notes from bullying boys 
— “stuff,” as the subtitle puts it. Lunch is just 
the beginning, Ginny discovers. Many other 
problems pop up to make her school year es-
pecially challenging, including a yearlong feud 
with her former best friend, a new stepdad and 
being fi tted with braces on the eve of her fi rst 
date. Even though her adventures leave her 
longing for the days when life used to be “one 
big smile,” Ginny manages to make it through 
to eighth grade — where “tuna fi sh surprise” 
awaits. 

— Jabari Asim

The number of pages you will
have read if you fi nish all seven Harry Potter books.
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