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Keir Graff, author of the new novel, 
“The Phantom Tower,” and other 
middle-grade books, recently visited 
Second Star to the Right Bookstore 
in Denver and did presentations for 
students at  Normandy Elementary 
School in the morning and Meiklejohn 
Elementary in the afternoon. 

Graff started his presentation at 

Normandy Elementary by talking about 
what inspired him to write the book 
and what inspired him to choose the 
characters and the settings.

He said that he and his family had 
once lived in a building. This building 
was the Brunhild Tower that’s the main 
setting in “The Phantom Tower.”

He talked about how this tower had 

weird quirks like a red liquid coming out 
of the sinks, a large parking lot when 
land was very expensive, and no 13th 
floor. 

When the Brunhild Tower was built, 
it was planned that 
there would be 
another identical 
tower next to it. 

This phantom 
tower wasn’t actually 
built, and was 
instead replaced by a 
large parking lot. 

Graff continued 
talking about the 
two main characters 
in this book, Colm 
and Mal. He said that 
the reason he chose 
two boys to be the 
main characters is 
that there aren’t a 
lot of books for boys 
compared to the 
number of books for girls.

Next, Graff spoke about rules in 
writing. 

He said that writers could use real 
places in writing, but it’s not as easy to 
tell when you can use real people. 

He said that wherever he went, he 
always looked for unusual buildings, 
houses, etc. 

Some of the houses that Graff 
mentioned specifically were The House 
on the Rock, The Fishhouse, The Coral 
Castle, The Junk Castle, and The House 
in the Clouds. 

He talked about how he sometimes 
writes about these places in his books, 
like “The Matchstick Castle”, “The Other 
Felix”, a few grown-up novels, and now, 
“The Phantom Tower.”

Graff then moved on to tell how he 
wrote “The Phantom Tower” and some 
secrets about this book. 

Normally Graff typically takes 12-
18 months to write a book, and “The 
Phantom Tower” took about 5 months 
to write the 1st draft and about 1 year 
to finish it. 

This leads into the 
1st secret about this 
book, which is the 
reason why Graff 
wrote it so quickly: 
He read his story to 
his son’s 5th grade 
class as he was 
writing it. 

The fifth graders 
wanted to read more 
and more of it, which 
made Graff have to 
write the book really 
fast. 

The second secret 
that Graff told about 
is that there is a 
map on the front of 
the book, which is 

actually a map of his apartment at the 
Brunhild Tower. 

The third secret is that the Brunhild 
Tower was actually renamed not long 
ago to the address of the building, but 
Graff thought that it was better to bring 
back its original name.

All in all, I learned a lot more about 
this book, Keir Graff, and writing than 
before I went to this presentation and 
interview. 

I hope everyone who heard his 
presentations also learned, and that 
they’ll read “The Phantom Tower” if they 
haven’t already.

CK Reporter of the Week
Maya Fahy, Longmont

“Unsinkable,” by Jessica 
Long, is the inspirational 
autobiography of a 

Paralympic swimmer. 
It is a motivating story that 

narrates Jessica’s rise to international 
glory. 

Jessica is a 26-year-old swimmer 
who has won a total of 23 
Paralympic medals, starting with her 
first gold medal in the 2004 Athens 
Paralympic Games at age 12. 
    Jessica was originally born in 
Irkutsk, Russia in 1992. 

Her mother was only 17 when 
Jessica was born and didn’t have 
enough money and resources to 
take care of herself and Jessica, so 
she put Jessica up for adoption. 

At 13 months, Jessica was adopted 
by the Long family from Baltimore.

She had been born with a 

condition called Fibular Hemimelia, 
a shortening of the fibula in her legs 
at birth or a 
complete lack 
thereof.  

Five months 
after being 
adopted, she 
had both 
of her legs 
amputated. 

She 
started using 
prosthetics 
soon 
thereafter, so 
they became 
part of her 
everyday life. 

When 
she was a child, she competed 
in many different sports 

including gymnastics, basketball, 
cheerleading, ice skating, biking, 

running, rock 
climbing, 
and of course 
the sport 
for which 
she became 
famous, 
swimming.

Despite 
her disability, 
Jessica found 
a way to do 
the things 
she loved 
and to gain 
confidence in 
herself. 

She 
competed in four summer 
Paralympic Games and earned 

a total of 13 gold, 6 silver, and 3 
bronze medals over the course of her 
career to date. 

As she gained notoriety after the 
2004 Paralympics, many companies 
reached out to Jessica offering 
sponsorships and modeling jobs.

Because she could only accept 
payment for jobs if she was a 
professional athlete, at the age of 
15 she became one of the youngest 
professional athletes in history. 

Jessica is planning to compete 
in the 2020 Tokyo Paralympics, so 
look for her to make a splash at the 
games!
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An easy but mysterious read
“The Phantom Tower,”by Keir Graff, 

tells the adventure that two 12-year-
old identical twins go on. 

These brothers, Colm and Mal 
McShane, might look the same, but 
their personalities are different in 
every way. 

One of the rare things that they do 
agree on is that 
they both don’t 
want to move to 
Chicago. 

But their 
mother thinks 
it will be good 
for them to get 
a fresh start 
since their father 
passed away two 
years ago.

Once the boys 
spend some 
time at their 
new apartment, 
Brunhild Tower, 
they realize that 
something is 
definitely off. 

There are 
strange sounds coming from the walls, 
a creepy Professor who always seems 
to be watching them, an irritable 
Princess who tells the brothers not to 
wander around the apartment around 

one o’clock to two o’clock, and an 
elevator that is missing a thirteenth 
button. 

And then, one afternoon when Colm 
goes exploring, he sees the missing 
thirteenth button appear in the 
elevator, and he discovers a secret that 
could get him into a lot of trouble.

“The Phantom 
Tower” was a fun 
mystery that made 
me feel like I was 
there in the book. 
But, as a 7th grader, 
I also felt like this 
book was a little 
young for me. 

I think this book 
was ideally written 
for readers around 
the age of 9, 10, 
and 11, but this 
book would for sure 
be a good read for 
readers any age or 
level. 

“The Phantom 
Tower”  kept 
me up at night 

reading and thinking, “what’s going to 
happen?”

This novel was a good book and 
even though it was a little young for 
me, I enjoyed reading it.

Author tells how his book happened

photo provided

Story and Review
by Ellie Perak,
12, a CK Reporter 
from Denver

By Margaux Dempsey,
12, a CK Reporter 
from Arvada
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The Playmobil Aquarium Building Set is an extremely fun toy. I enjoyed playing 
with it, but it was a pain to build.

To assemble the aquarium, you must put together 112 pieces. 
When you look at the picture on the box, it 

looks like plastic, and like all you have to do is 
put on the small little plants.

 Wrong.
The instructions were in full color, which was 

nice, but if you missed one step, (which was 
easy to do) then you had to go back, and start 
over from where you left off. 

This toy says for age four plus, but most kids 
might want help.

Once the aquarium is assembled, however, it 
is really fun. 

What we learned the hard way: The toy has 
water, so it makes a better outdoor toy.

This toy’s purpose is to represent an 
aquarium. 

It has two toy people to watch the show, and 
one who is the “trainer.” 

It has two seals, four fish, and one seahorse. It also has a marking for the 
maximum level of water that it can hold. 

I thought that the aquarium was very realistic.
It has loads of fun packed in it. 
I loved that it had many opportunities for creative play. My brother and I enjoyed 

playing with it, although,  besides the regular purpose they recommended, we 

enjoyed making skits with the people. 
(He also enjoyed dropping them off the ceiling!)
We found that this is a really fun toy to play with.

When you are done playing with the water, 
then you just dump it out. There are little pieces 
you should remove first.

I thought playing with this toy was fun and 
engaging, a good activity. 

The Playmobil Aquarium Building Set is 
about $60 on Amazon. I feel like that is a 
reasonable price for all the pieces that it 
includes and the hours of fun, but it could cost 
less, and you may want to look around.

The Playmobil Aquarium Building Set makes 
a great family toy.

Pretend aquarium requires real work

Early frost has Minnesota birds flying under the influence
Birds can be impressive in the 

graceful, nimble ways they fly, 
but some birds in Minnesota have 
been less than impressive this fall.

Flying into windows and nearly 
being hit by cars is only part of the 
problem these birds are having, 
getting from one spot to another.

The police department in 
Gilbert, a town in northeastern 
Minnesota, began getting phone 
calls from people concerned 
about birds who seemed clumsy 

and confused.
The chief looked into the matter 

and assured the public that the 
problem would solve itself as soon 
as the birds sobered up.

In autumn, when insects and 
worms begin to disappear, many 
types of birds begin to rely heavily 
on berries for food.

The problem this year is an early 
frost, which had caused berries to 
“go bad” and begin turning their 
sugars into alcohol.

It isn’t very strong alcohol, but 
birds aren’t very big animals to 
begin with.

It makes for a funny news story, 
but there’s a serious lesson in it, 
since crashing into a window or 
being hit by a car is often fatal for 
birds, drunk or sober.

Most of the birds will be sober 
in a day or two and no worse for 
their accidental intoxication.

But flying under the influence 
carries real risks. photo/ Randen Pederson

“Two Roads” by Joseph Bruchac is one of the 
best books I have ever read. It is similar to 
the novel “Code Talkers” also by Bruchac. 

They are both about Native Americans.
“Two Roads” is about Cal Blackbird, a teenager who 

became a hobo with his father after his mother died. 
This was in the years just after World War I. 
Cal has spent the last few months riding the rails 

with his father, hopping on to moving trains so that 
they don’t have to pay.

Cal notices his father acting strangely, and things 
start heating up. 

What Calvin doesn’t know is that a group of 
unemployed veterans is preparing to march on 
Washington, to ask for their bonus money to help get 
their lives started after the war. 

His father, a vet himself, is planning on going, but 
he knows that it will be no place for Calvin, so Calvin 
needs to go to school.

He is sent to Challagi Indian boarding school, which 
shocks Cal, because until then, he thought that he was 
just a darker skinned white man. 

But then his pop tells him that he is half Creek Indian. 
Challagi is a bleary place that has a history of 

frustration.

Only one or two of the teachers actually care about 
the kids, and only half the day is spent on academics, 
while the other half is spent on teaching industrial 
skills like farming techniques. 

More than 8,000 students of all ages reside on the 
huge campus.

The odd thing is that speaking their Indian 
languages is forbidden, but when a kid who does not 
know the language goes to Challagi, he walks out 
speaking as if it were his original language, having 
learned it because of the rebellious feeling kids get 
when they break that rule.

This is a terrific book that I recommend for ages 12 
and up, since younger kids might not understand the 
plot or otherwise not enjoy the book’s significance. 

If you do meet the age recommendation, you 
should definitely buy and read this book and also 
“Code Talkers,” a book about Native Americans in 
World War II.

Difficult, worthwhile story of race and identity 

Big Nate

By Jack Vanourek,
13, a CK Reporter 
from Littleton

By Izzie Intriago,
10, a CK Reporter 
from Aurora
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This toy says for age four plus, but 
most kids might want help.
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A smart robot, and one that can draw, too? 
Sounds cool! But, really is it all what it seems?
The Cue Robot and Sketch Kit by Wonder Workshop are not as 

sophisticated as advertised, considering Cue costs $200, and the Sketch Kit costs 
$40.

One can code, chat, and control their Cue, but, as they 
start to learn more about it, they will discover that this 
coding robot is slightly sugarcoated, at least for how 
much one has to pay.

First, opening the box to Cue, the owner can see that 
there is a limited amount of instructions included with 
the robot (instead, they are located on Wonder Workshop’s 
website, and it is not easily accessible). 

Everything else in the first parts of opening up Cue is 
cool and well thought-out. 

When Cue is first turned on, it welcomes with a voice 
with an accent. 

The person is instructed to get the Cue app. 
Now, because one of Cue’s main purposes is to code, 

the user needs a phone to do so. 
Consequently, the owner of Cue has to use their 

electronics way too much: Everything done with Cue must be done with a phone 
or tablet. 

The user of Cue can play games on their device, talk to Cue on their device, and 
control Cue on their device! 

The usage of the screen is a lot.
Next, in the Cue app, you can code, control, and chat with Cue. 
But, when one tries the coding section, it is either really easy to code, or it seems 

like the developers are trying to show off. 

For example, when the user completes a tutorial, he or she unlocks demo. 
In the demos, there are long, long lines of coding, and the owner doesn’t even 

get to learn how to do it! 
The coding is so confusing unless you already know how to code.
While all four of Cue’s components are cool, an accessory that the components 

can be used for has some problems. 
Sketch Kit is an accessory for Cue, and it attaches to the 

robot and allows it to draw. 
The idea for the Sketch Kit is ambitious, but it has a 

flaw: the markers that come with it are for a whiteboard, 
therefore owning one is necessary. 

The whiteboard mat that Wonder Workshop has 
designed is an extra $100, which is really annoying due to 
the already-high prices for Cue and its accessory.

The Cue Robot and Sketch Kit are terrific ideas, but the 
way that they have to be used is not the best. 

Cue needs a few adjustments, such as less screen-using, 
fewer glitches, and cheaper prices. 

Sketch Kit could be improved, as well. 
Looking on the bright side, the robot and its accessory 

can be used in some imaginative ways. 
The suggested age for Cue is 11 and up, but I would recommend these toys to 

any kids over the age of 8 because it is easy to use if the person knows how to 
control the app.

Here’s something people didn’t have in 6,000 BC: 
Dishwashers.

That’s a good thing for science, because the tiny 
fragments left over in the broken pieces of pots 
and dishes at an archaeological site in south central 
Turkey have provided lots of information.

Looking for left behind food is nothing new, but 
this team of archaeologists from Germany and 
Britain went for even more precision, looking not for 
bits of food but for proteins.

They were able to find evidence that the people 
in Çatalhöyük, the village in the Anatolia region, ate 
cereals, legumes, dairy products and meat.

In some cases, they were able to pick out very 

specific foods among those general types.
For instance, the cereals included barley and 

wheat, while the legumes were peas and vetch, a 
type of plant related to peas but mostly used for 
animal feed today.

But the most exciting find was in the dairy food 
category. 

Archaeologists have long known, from the bones 
found at sites, what types of animals were raised for 
meat, but they weren’t sure which ones were also 
kept for milk.

Evidence now shows a mix of sheep and goat milk, 
plus some from cows, and also that they separated 
curds from whey, suggesting that they made cheese.

‘Dirty dishes’ show what ancient people were cooking and eating

These icons are from a brochure that the Russian gov-
ernment published in 2015, trying to warn people 
against taking dangerous selfies.

The brochure warned against tak-
ing selfies in front of traffic, while 
holding guns, while driving a car, on 
the edge of cliffs and other places 
where a sensible person might 
already know it was a bad idea.

Now, three years later, a new 
report has come out from the In-
dian government, suggesting that 
dangerous selfies continue to be a 
worldwide problem.

According to the All India In-
stitute of Medical Sciences, 259 
people were killed between 2011 
and 2017 while taking selfies.

It is a worldwide problem in large part because cell 
phones are such a popular technology throughout the 
world, including a lot of remote places where Internet con-
nections are not available.

But, while the problem seems to be happening through-
out the world, it also seems to be largely limited to young 

people.
It makes sense that India would raise the alarm, since 

half those deaths were in that country, with Russia, the US 
and Pakistan coming next in line.

It may also make sense that 
young men were the biggest risk 
takers, with 72 percent of the 
deaths being men, most of them 
under 30.

The study said that women take 
more selfies, but are less apt to 
stand on the edge of cliffs or in 
other dangerous places while doing 
it.

The leading cause of death was 
drowning, a combination of people 
falling off of boats or being swept 
away by waves.

Next were people killed by trains or motor vehicles, fol-
lowed by a tie among people who died by falling or being 
burned to death.

The report is hardly “good news,” but it is a good reminder 
to keep an eye on what’s going around you, even while 
you look into your phone’s camera.

People are dying to get that perfect selfie

Fun, hi-tech toy gets tangled in technical details

Uganda gained its independence from Great Britain on this date in 1962, so 
our answers this week will all begin with the letter “U.”

1.  Dav Pilkey’s contribution to American literature

2.  Hawaiian guitar

3.  A referee, especially the one who stands behind home plate

4.  After this falls off, you have a belly button.

5.  The fabric and stuffing on furniture

6.  An educational program that helps high school students prepare for success in 
college, with summer programs  on college campuses

7.  The capital  of Mongolia

8.  The only planet in our solar system that fits this category

9.  The dark shadow of an eclipse

10.  Your mom’s brother is yours.
(answers on Page Four)

Rules: Every row across, every column down and each of the six smaller boxes must 
contain numerals 1,2,3,4,5 and 6, one time and one time only.

The solution to this week’s puzzle is on Page 4.
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By Essie Lamar,
12, a CK Reporter 
from Denver
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We welcome your comments.

For tools to extend the learning in this feature, 
look under “Youth Content” at:

www.ColoradoNIE.com

 eEditions of the Post are
free of charge for classroom use.
Contact us for information on all

our programs.

Denver Post Educational Services
5990  Washington St.

Denver CO 80216
(303) 954-3974
(800) 336-7678

Stories without bylines were written by the editor.

(see Page Three)

10 right - Wow!

7 right - Great!

5 right - Good 

3 right - See you next time!

1. (Captain) Underpants  2. ukelele  3. umpire  4. umbilical cord   
5. upholstery  6. Upward Bound   7. Ulan Bator  8. Uranus   

9. umbra  10. uncle

Hot Links to Cool Sites!

NASA’s Space Place
http://tinyurl.com/ckspace

NIE Special Report
http://tinyurl.com/ckniereport

Headline Geography
http://tinyurl.com/ckgeography

Pulse of the Planet
http://tinyurl.com/ckpulseplanet

How to become a NextGen Reporter!
http://tinyurl.com/colokidsreporter

To read the sources for these stories
Ancient Foods

Deadly Selfies 

Drunken birds

go to http://www.tinyurl.com/ckstorylinks

Chapter Ten: Racing for the Record
Our story so far:  Nellie made it as far as Ceylon (Sri Lanka), but had to wait five days for her  next ship. 
Before, she worried about missing her connections. Now it seems the  ships don’t move fast enough! 

China was not at its best in 1889, and 
Nellie did not much like what she saw 
there. 

The nation had tried to keep European 
nations from taking over its territory and  
selling drugs to its people, but its old-
fashioned army couldn’t win wars against 
the well-equipped foreigners. 

Now Great Britain owned Hong Kong 
and other countries were insisting on 
controlling parts of China. The United States 
had not yet taken over the Philippines and 
joined the Europeans trading in China, but 
it had just passed a law to keep Chinese 
people from coming to America. 

The Chinese people were poor and 
angry, and ready to rebel against their 
government. 

Nellie was warned that they hated 
Westerners, but she was able to visit Hong 
Kong and Canton without being treated 
rudely. Still, it was not pleasant in the dirty, 
crowded neighborhoods, and she spent 
Christmas visiting places where people with 
leprosy lived and where criminals were tortured and killed. 

Compared to their problems, her worries were small indeed. Still, she had received a 
shock when she first arrived in Hong Kong. 

“You are going to be beaten,” the agent told her, as she bought her tickets to Japan 
and San Francisco. 

“What?” Nellie was surprised. It was true, she had been delayed in Singapore. 
That gave her time to tour the city, visit her taxi driver in his home and even buy a pet 

monkey, but it put her even farther behind in her schedule. 
The ship to Hong Kong had made up all that lost time, though, including the five days 

in Ceylon. She was back on schedule with a good chance to beat Fogg’s record of 80 
days. 

But the agent wasn’t talking about time, or a fictional character. “Did you not know?” 
he asked. “The day you left New York, another woman started out to beat your time and 
she’s going to do it. She left here three days ago.” 

The other reporter was Elizabeth Bisland, who had worked with Nellie at The World but 
then suddenly quit to take a magazine assignment: Travel the opposite direction, from 
east to west, spend however much money it takes, and beat Nellie  Bly. 

Nellie was stuck in Hong Kong for five days, and then would face storms in the Pacific 
that would slow her ship even more. And there were no telegrams for her from The 
World. Did they know about the other reporter? Did they even care? 

She managed to reply to the agent, she later wrote, “forcing a smile that was on  the 
lips but came from nowhere near the heart.” 

But one of the officers of her next ship, the Oceanic, came to the agency to meet her 
and was more positive. 

“Everybody knows the idea originated with you, and that others are merely trying  to 
steal the work of your brain,” he told her. “So, whether you get in before or later, people 
will give you the credit for having originated the idea.” 

Still, she was not sorry when it was time to leave Hong Kong. They celebrated New 
Year’s, 1890, on their way to Yokohama, where they were stopping for only 120 hours. 

Nellie loved Japan and the cheerful, modern Japanese people. She found some of 
their fashions amusing, but they also made her think. For example, they were horrified 
at cloth handkerchiefs, preferring to blow their noses on rice paper and  throw it away 
immediately. 

And she also wrote, “The Japanese are the only women I ever saw who could rouge 
and powder and not be repulsive, but the more charming because of it.” 

It was the only time in her voyage that Nellie Bly admitted that a foreign people had 
some better ways of doing things. She was also impressed with how the  Japanese took 
good ideas from the West and changed them to work in their culture. 

A reporter from a Tokyo newspaper interviewed her. His paper had translated the story 
of her visit with Jules Verne into Japanese for their readers, and was now  covering the 
famous traveler’s visit to their country. 

Suddenly, it seemed everyone was paying attention to Nellie’s race around the globe! 
As the Oceanic left Yokohama on January 7, other boats blew their whistles and the 
band on an American naval ship played music. And throughout the  engine room of the 
ship, the chief engineer had posted his crew’s new motto: “For Nellie Bly, we’ll win or die. 
January 20, 1890.” 

Nellie would still have to cross the United States by rail, at a time when snow might 
well block the mountain passes. But first things first: The ship was due in San Francisco 
on the 22nd, but the crew was determined to get Nellie there sooner. 

Despite dreadful storms, they made good time and the ship anchored in San Francisco 
Bay early on the morning of January 21. 

But then the purser made a horrible discovery: The ship’s bill of health, showing that 
everyone on board was free of disease, had been left behind. 

Nobody would be allowed to get off the ship in the United States until another ship 
brought the document from Japan. 

It would take at least two weeks. 
  

Next Week: The Collectible Nellie Bly!
text copyright Mike Peterson, illustrations copyright Christopher Baldwin, 2002

For a teaching guide, go to http://tinyurl.com/ckserial

Woman of the World: The Story of Nellie Bly
based on Brooke Kroeger’s “Nellie Bly: Daredevil, Feminist, Reporter”
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