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Three novels b y  Nilclci Tate poult out the folly ~ I I  jumnping to conclusions about 
people, bu t  show characters w h o  are at their best when  111 111id-leap. The  11eroi11e o f  
Niltlti Tate's Tnrrngor~ Is ln~~r l  series is twelve-year-old Heatlier Blalte, aspiring writel; 
keen observer o f  people, and c o i ~ f i r l ~ ~ e d  urbanite. W h e n  her parents move  tl-te 
family f rom  Toronto to a farm on  a small island o f f  the soutli coast o f  British 
Colulnbia, Heather is furious. For one thing, t l ~ e  move  has tangled the lines o f  
allegiance i n  lier family. 111 Toronto, Heather had frequented cafes and poetry 
readings wit11 her artist fatl~er; o n  Tarragon Island, her motlier's rural veterinary 
practice talees precedence and lxes father is irritatingly content wit11 the n e w  order. 
The first novel i n  tlus series charts Heatl~er's gradual acceptance o f  change: little b y  
little, she gathers new  writing subjects, makes frie~ids, and beguis to accept the 
foibles o f  her parents and, evenh~ally, o f  l~ersel f .  

Tnrrngo~z Isla~zd is narrated b y  Heather, and it is her particular slant 011 

t l c ~ g s  - her emotional colouring o f  each incident and her assulnptions about 
people - tliat lnalces the novel wort11 reading. Heatl~er leads an active interior life, 
constructing dramatic scenarios from bits o f  11alf-overl~eard coi~versations and t l ~ e  
s t u f f  o f  her imagination. That she is o f ten  unreasonable or mistaken ~ I I  her ideas 
about people inaltes her =I u~teresting and sympatl~etic character. U ~ ~ f o r h u ~ a t e l y ,  
at tlie points where Heatl~er's mnistalte~~ notions are dispelled, she becomes much  
less interesting. For instance, she decides that the family that lives next  door is 
desperately poor and would lnalce good research material for a newspaper article 
011 poverty. Wl ien  she discovers that her neigl~bours are wealthy, she changes 
track and writes an anti-consumerist article o n  tlie distinction between "Wants and 
Needs," inspired b y  t l ~ e  moderation practiced b y  t l ~ e  neigl~bours. T11e pious tone o f  
her essay cl~olces out the Inore engaging voice o f  the misguided Heather, b u t  
happily, these tonal slufts i n  the narrative are lew, ancl a gentle humu~ur  presides 
over m u c h  o f  it. 

One  o f  t l ~ e  best sources o f  humour i n  the novel is tlie characterizatio~~ o f  
Heather's parents. Tlie parevits lceep u p  a self-congrah~latory banter about their 
move  t o  the island, apparently viewing their new  c o m m ~ ~ ~ ~ i t y  tl~rouglx a mist o f  
utopian fantasy. This mood has dissipated b y  t l ~ e  start o f  the second boolt in the 
series, No Cnfis irz Nnrilia, i n  which t11e parents are preoccupied b y  illness a i ~ d  grief. 
Tliis is the most interesting o f  t11e t h e e  boolcs reviewed lwre because o f  its s lulh~l  
l iandlu~g o f  comnplicated emotional issues. The title captures the tension between 
Heather's desire to escape k ~ t o  a beiugn fantasy and her aclu~owledgement o f  its 
impossibility. W i t l c i  the first f ew  chapters, Heatl~er's grandfatl~er dies, her inotlier 
becomes cljlucally depressed, and lier a ih ig  ~ x ~ d i n o t l ~ e r  arrives for an  extended 
stay. Meanwlule, outside t l ~ e  home,  Heatlwr struggles wit11 her sense o f  identity as 
she tries to fit ~ I I  at school and ~ I I  her writing group. Tate convincjligly portrays 
what  a pre-adnl~scent experiences these itl- ati inn: the fear and m g e r  zmnnd 3 

parent's serious illness, the betrayals colnmitted i n  an  attempt to b u y  peer accept- 
ance, the  frustration o f  wanting to control one's ow11 sphere witliout 11avuig t l ~ e  
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resources to do so. 

These are tl-te i n a h  concerns of tl-te novel. But tl-tere is also a 111i11or theme, 
developed in a mystery subplot, about inistalcen ass~u~-tptions. Wl-tei~ a box of rare 
stainps is donated to l-ter friend's charity drive, Heather helps find t11e identity of 
the donor and, as it turns out, the tluef of tl-te valuable goods. li-t t l ~ e  course of the 
detective work, Heatl-ter draws some mistalcei-t concl~~sions and ends up having to 
re-examine l-ter preconceptions about people. 

Mistalcen assu~nptions also drive tl-te characters h-t Rnaerz's Reveizge, the fiftl-t 
boolc in Tate's Stnble~irntes series. In this novel, twelve-year-old Jessa and l-ter friertd 
Cheryl go to l-torse cainp, where t l ~ e  camp veterinarian is a witcl-t, or Wiccan prac- 
titioner. IG-towu~g i - t o t l ~ ~ g  about lus practice or beliefs, Jessa and l-ter frievtds work 
up a semi-hysterical fear of Dr. Rainey, convincu~g theinselves that the bad luclc 
befalling tl-tein at camp is a result of a witcll's spell. By tl-te end of t l~e  novel, tl-te girls 
are duly enligl-ttened by tl-te vet and his l-tandsoine (and here, ratl-ter smug) adoles- 
cent son, who explains, "My dad always tries to s11ow me beau th~l  t l~- tgs  u-t nah~re.  
He wants ine to be respectf~~l of all living t l~ - tgs  and that u-tcludes duinb people 
who witches are evil beings who practise blaclt magic" (149). 

Ultimately, prejudice is reined in by reason, but tl-te idea of keeping ail open 
mind towards t11e ~u~conventio~-tal is really a minor concern in t l ~ e  novel. Tl-te plot is 
mostly talcei-t up wit11 an escalating series of pranks carried out between tl-te girls jl-t 
Jessa's cabin and their rivals. Tl-tis novel is firmly gro~u-tded u-t tl-te scl-tool story 
traditioi~, with its episodic plot struch~re, scenes devoted to the p l a u ~ - t g  and execu- 
tion of practical jokes, and tl-te occasional adult interventioi~ whei~ t l~e  pranks seem 
to be getting too nasty or dangerous. Tl-tere is little psycl~ological deptl-t or tl-teinatic 
developinent UI RnoerlS Reoeizge, apart froin tl-te concludirtg einpl-tases on getting 
along mucely wit11 otl-ters even if you don't lilce tl-tem, and not leapu-tg to wild conclu- 
sions about unfamiliar religious beliefs. With its details about l-torse riding and 
camp life, tl-tis novel wiU probably engage y o ~ u ~ g  readers who share those inter- 
ests. But for tlus reader, Nilclti Tate is at l ~ e r  best ii-t the Tarragon Island boolts wit11 
tl-teir slcilf~~l l-ta~dling of narrative perspective and tlieir focus on pleasingly fallible 
cl~aracters. 

Briclget Doiznld writes nbolit cllilrlrerl's boolcs iri Vnrzcozive,; BC. 

Lilce a Wlznt?: Sloppy Similes in a Sleepytime Book 

This Nerv Baby. Teddy Jam. Illus. I<aren Reczucl-t. Groui-tdwood, 1 9 9 8 . 2 4 ~ ~ .  $16.95. 
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Like Marie-Louise Gay's Moorzbenrrl or1 n Cnf's En?; Tlzis Nesu Bnby is a "moon" boolc- 
a night-time boolc of blue-soaked illustratioi~s ai-td res t f~~l  verse. Teddy Jam's text 
celebrates tl-te arrival of a new baby into a family by comparing the infant's ianguici 
sleep and awalcening eyes to tl-te nocturnal events in nah~re: tl-te drifting of a hawk 


