
Adventist English Professors 
Savage the Best Sellers
by Scott Moncrieff

does at the beginning o f  a jo u r- 
ney, yet wary. For the most part, 
our hopes were disappointed, o ur  
fea rs confirm ed.

Nevertheless, we h ad  a good  
time writing the reviews. It's im- 
portant f o r  Christians to give some 
cr it ic a l  a tten tio n  to w hat is 
captiving thepopular imagination. 
From  time to time, it's worthwhile 
to detail why bad  is bad, a n d  it's a  
w onderful sp u r to o n e ’s creative 
spleen. But we d o n ’t w ant to rest 
there. In a fu tu re  article, we p la n  
to recom m end som e recent books 
w e’ve especially enjoyed.

vice p resident w ould b e unbiblical, 
and I w ould have to step  aside in 
favor o f  the secon d -p lace , but ap- 
propriately gendered, candidate. 
Perhaps som ething about the pos- 
turing and self-fashioning that ac- 
com p anies politicking forces those 
involved in the profession  to con- 
front the fissures and contradic- 
tions in their ow n identities. R ecog- 
nizing the link b etw een  questions 
o f  identity and the bu siness o f

m ained from  o u r top 10; Pri- 
mary Colors, o u r num ber one, 
was n um ber 1 2 — the rest o f  the 
list was out o f  the top 15. Most o f  
these books have the shelf life o f  
unrefrigerated yogurt.

• Crime/detective/mystery stories 
andhijinks am ong the rich a n d  
fa m o u s seem to be the most 
pop ular ingredients. Refresh- 
ingly, titles by Dr. Seuss a n d  
Shel Silverstein are on the J u n e  
9  list.

• The authors are better at creat- 
ing exciting plots than interest- 
ing characters. We set out with 
hope, as each devoted reader

Primary Colors
Prim ary Colors, by  A nonym ous
(Random  H ouse, 1996).

Reviewed by L. M onique Pittman,
Pacific Union College

My first taste o f  politics cam e in 
the 10th grade. I had b ee n  

elected  class president, but alm ost 
im m ediately my identity betrayed 
m e; our class advisor inform ed m e 
that a fem ale president and m ale

In 1897, Ellen White wrote that 
“Literature a n d  cheap fiction o f  
every order is circulated like the 
leaves o f  autum n; a n d  the minds o f  
thousands are so taken up with 
irreligious, cheap trash that there is 
noplace in the m in d fo r solid read- 
in g ” (Ms. 4 6 ,1 8 9 7 , p . 1, as fo u n d  in 
M anuscript R eleases, vol. 6, p . 26 3 ). 
What kinds o f  books are on the 
“Best Sellers” list now, 1 0 0  years 
later? That question g u id ed  a group  
o f  Adventist English professors as 
we divided up the top 10  list o f  
hardback fiction best sellers from  
theNew  Y ork  Tim es B o o k  Review , 
M arch 17, 1996. Each o f  us agreed  
to write a revieurcovering the moralV 
ethical a n d  aesthetic aspects o f  the 
book in question.

Some brief introductory obser- 
vations may be useful.

• The list is volatile. Three months 
later(June9), onlyThe C elestine 
Prophecy, at n u m ber nine, re-

Scott M oncrieff, associate professor o f 
English at Andrews University, received 
hisPh D .from  the University o f C a lif or- 
nia at Riverside. Though his training is 
in  Victorian studies, his recent research 
and uniting has been about popular 
culture, including Adventist culture.
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Best Sellers
This Last Weeks
Week Week On Lis

I Prim ary Colors 1 6
by Anonymous

2 Tho Horso W hisporor 5  2 6
by Nicholas Evans

3 Absolut# Pow er 3  6
by David Baldacci

4 Tk# Col#stin# Propkocy 7  1 0 7
by Jam es Redfield

5 Th# Cat W ho
by Li 1 n



I finished the b o o k  asking my- 
se lf w hether I k new  m ore about 
the state o f  politics in A m erica than 
I had learned  in the 10th grade. I ’m 
afraid the answ er is No; m ost hu- 
m ans understand at an early age 
that politics involves the endless 
reshaping o f  identity, and if w e 
n eed  this co n cep t confirm ed w e 
can  lo o k  to far greater, m ore ac- 
com plished  w riters than Anony- 
m ous for su ch  inform ation.

w ants the horse w hisperer.
T h e them e o f m anipulation is 

d e f t ly  u n d e r s c o r e d  th r o u g h  
B o o k er’s abilities to  understand 
eq u in e sensibilities and then nurse 
the dam aged Pilgrim back  to his 
form er strength and glory.

T h e b o o k  recalls the pow er 
(diluted, how ever) o f  Peter Shaffer’s 
play Equus and the randy schm altz- 
iness o f R obert W allers’ The Bridges 
o f Madison County. It w ould seem  
that Evans w as intent on  com m er- 
cial su ccess, and the b o o k ’s long- 
tim e p resen ce in the b est sellers’ 
stables is ev id ence o f  his achieve- 
m ent. But I d o n ’t think the novel is 
lasting art. Its gait is uneven. Stylis- 
tically, The Horse Whisperer plods, 
then gallops, then plods again. 
W hile m any o f the setting descrip- 
tions, especially  those o f  the B ooker 
ranch in M ontana, are handled with 
precision, Evans’ diction, I think, is 
inconsistent. And the b o o k ’s end- 
ing is w orthy o f  daytim e television 
drama.

The Horse Whisperer falls short 
o f its prom ise to exp lore the mys- 
tical bon d  b etw een  hum an and 
animal. Instead, it sinks finally into 
tawdry exploitation— o f  its charac- 
ters and its readers. I ’d m uch rather 
recom m end  Corm ac M cCarthy’s All 
the Pretty Horses (1 9 9 2 ) to  readers 
w ho w ant to ex p erien ce  the em o- 
tional bonds b etw een  horse and 
rider in a novel o f  artistic integrity.

and w hether Burton  'will rem ain 
w ith the cam paign— in order to 
m aintain reader su spense. A nony- 
m ous carefully  structures chap - 
ters to  ju xtap ose m arkedly dis- 
sim ilar incidents and to leave read- 
ers guessing  abou t the o u tcom e o f  
certain  ep isod es; how ever, all this 
su sp en se b ackfires as the reader 
loses in terest in the n o v el’s action  
and flounders in the m ire o f  a 
rather d isappointing p rose style.

The Horse Whisperer\ by Nicholas 
Evans (D elacorte, 1995).

Reviewed by Douglas Jones, An- 
drews University

The last time I rode a horse, the 
animal stopped in the m iddle 

o f the trail, lay down, and rolled 
oyer— with m e still in the saddle. I 
feel th ere’s a parallel b etw een  my 
last h orseback  ride and reading 
The Horse Whisperer by  N icholas 
Evans. Much o f the reading w as 
en joyable, m uch o f the b o o k  w as 
engaging. But tow ard the end  o f  it 
I felt let dow n and put upon.

The novel centers around the 
potential help that Tom  Booker—  
the horse whisperer— can provide 
Grace Graves, a young girl, and her 
horse, Pilgrim, w ho has been  maimed 
in a freak accident. G race’s mother, 
Annie, knows that if Booker can heal 
the horse, G race’s physical and em o- 
tional scars will also be healed.

I found the psychological thread 
in The Horse Whisperer to b e  the 
m ost rewarding. Not only does 
Evans portray the poignancy o f  the 
Graves fam ily’s coping with trag- 
edy, he exp lores the fragile taut- 
ness o f the m other-daughter rela- 
tionship with respect. Ultimately, 
though, the novel is a study o f 
manipulation: Annie Graves always 
gets w hat she w ants, and she w ants 
her daughter w hole again. She also

cam paigning for public office, Pri- 
m aty Colors attem pts to exp lore 
the soul-searching  o f  a relatively 
young political advisor w ho must 
determ ine w hether to  com prom ise 
his personal eth ics for the su ccess 
o f  his candidate.

Prim ary Colors ch ro n ic les  a 
d em ocratic presidential prim ary 
cam paign suspiciously sim ilar to 
Bill C linton’s, and caused  quite a 
fluster for som e m onths as politi- 
d an s and reporters scram bled  to 
identify the A nonym ous respon- 
sible for the novel. Told  by Henry 
Burton, a cam paigning m anager 
for the Bill C linton stand-in, Ja ck  
Stanton, the novel exp lores the 
m otives o f  p o litid ans and the prin- 
d p le s  they blithely  obliterate to 
satisfy their n eed  for pow er and 
public adm iration. H enry Burton 
jo ins the cam paign team  as a skep- 
tical political advisor, but gradually 
su ccu m bs to the persuasive sincer- 
ity o f  Ja ck  Stanton, w ho seem s 
eag er to right the social inequities 
plaguing late 20th-century America. 
As the cam paign faces sex  scandals 
and d isappointing primary results, 
B urton gradually recognizes that 
even  Stanton recon ciled  h im self to 
the end less dissim ulation o f the 
politician, and Burton m ust decide 
if  he still believes en ou gh  in the 
w orth  o f  Ja c k  Stanton to sacrifice 
his ow n values for the sake o f the 
cam paign.

I w ish  I cou ld  say that Primary 
Colors co n v in ces its readers to 
care abou t H enry B u rto n ’s jour- 
n ey  to  d isillusionm ent, bu t I ca n ’t. 
T o o  late, w e u nderstand the depth 
o f  B u rto n ’s adm iration o f  Ja c k  
Stanton and his d isap pointm ent in 
Stan ton ’s hum an frailty. T o o  late, 
w e learn  en o u g h  abou t B u rto n ’s 
b ackg ro u n d  to sym pathize with 
his ow n struggle to understand 
him self. A nonym ous hoards sig- 
n if ic a n t in fo rm a tio n — w h e th e r  
Stanton fathered  an illegitim ate 
child , w h eth er Stanton truly cares 
abou t im proving the U nited States,

The Horse Whisperer
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“o ff cam era ,” w hich  m akes m e 
w onder if the inevitable m ovie will 
achieve a PG -13 instead o f  an R 
rating, the four m urders and tw o 
suicides notw ithstanding.

A esthetically , the goin g  is quite 
a b it trickier. T h e p lo t invites pur- 
suit ev en  thou gh it’s so o n  clear 
that Luther w ill g et b lo w n  aw ay 
and Ja c k  and K ate w ill probably  
survive. In  this tim e-d efic ien t age, 
though, I have to care ab o u t the 
characters en o u gh  to k eep  flick- 
ing those p ages. A nd n o n e  o f  the 
m en  and w o m en  w h o p e o p le  this 
b o o k  are sufficiently  co m p lex  or 
adm irable to  com p lem en t the plot. 
It w ould take o n e pow erfu l p iece  
o f  fiction  to pull m e voluntarily  
from  the tales o f  W atergate, Iran 
C ontra, C laren ce  T h o m as, and 
Anita Hill. Absolute Power didn’t 
do it for m e.

forward moral/ethical fram ew ork. 
T h e bad  guys all w orship the equa- 
tion: m oney = pow er = sex. T h e 
good  guys hold som e kind o f value 
system  outside that equation, al- 
though the sources are never clear.

The m en— both  good  and bad —  
are m en, brave and bold . T he 
w om en are neurotic, em otionally  
fragile, and given to throw ing up in 
tense situations, tom  betw een  their 
pow erful am bitions to su cceed  in a 
m an’s w orld and their n eed  to b e  
traditionally fem inine.

T he pleasures o f B ald acci’s bad 
guys are disgusting rather than 
delicious. The topic requires a num- 
b er o f steam y sex  scenes, but the 
author apparently is not en joying 
h im self— m ost o f them  take place

The Celestine Prophecy
lightenm ent.

T h e n ine Insights are a com bi- 
nation o f  pantheism , Eastern phi- 
losophy and religion, and p op  psy- 
chology, w ith elem ents o f  Em erson, 
Darwin, and D . H. Law rence thrown 
in. They reveal that as p eop le  are 
beco m in g  m ore aw are o f coinci- 
d ences, they will lo o k  for a new  
spiritual age. O n ce  they b eg in  
searching, they d iscover fields o f 
energy, created  from  the first vibra- 
tions in the universe; each  level o f 
being  evolved  by vibrating up from  
a low er level. T h e individual m ay 
co n n ect and vibrate in tune with 
the universe (Insights 3 and 5). O n 
the other hand, he m ay b e  dis- 
tracted into pow er struggles or m ay 
b e held  b ack  by  “control dram as,” 
patterns learned  in ch ild hood  (In- 
sights 4 and 6). O r, he m ay b e  
distracted from  an insight by  b e- 
com ing “ad d icted ” to another per- 
son  (Insights 7 and 8).

T he intellectual level o f  infor- 
m ation here is that o f  a nodding

The Celestine Prophecy, by  Jam es 
Redfield (W arner, 1993).

Reviewed by Andrew P. Woolley, 
Southwestern Adventist University

Feeling  nostalgic for the Sixties?
Paranoid about the Nineties? 

Nervous about the com ing m illen- 
nium? W ant to com bine all these 
feelings? If  the answ er is Y es, then 
The Celestine Prophecy is for you.

O n  a spiritual quest, the narrator 
goes to Pern, looking for a m anu- 
script w ritten around 600 B.C. that 
contains nine Insights. Unfortu- 
nately, no o n e possesses the entire 
m anuscript. Each Insight (ex ce p t 
the ninth) has b ee n  cop ied  and 
passed around, but the narrator 
must find each  person and gain 
o n e Insight b efore he can  discover 
the next. It’s a dangerous jour- 
ney— evil sources, particularly the 
governm ent and the church, w ant 
to  k eep  the m anuscript suppressed 
b ecau se o f  its great spiritual en-

Absolute Power
Absolute Power, by D avid B aldacci 
(W arner, 1996).

Reviewed by Terrie Dopp Aamodt, 
Walla Walla College

I t’s tough to w rite inside-the- 
Beltw ay fiction b ecau se the real 

th ing  is b y  turns so  e x c itin g , 
overripely scandalous, and banal 
that fiction pales by  com parison. 
David Baldacci partially succeeds in 
caiving out a fictional niche in W ash- 
ington, D.C., thanks to an ever- 
boiling plot. His characters are less 
interesting. More o f that anon.

T h e w orld o f absolute pow er 
revolves around the U.S. president, 
Alan Richm ond, and his vast cho- 
rus com prises m endacious corp o- 
rate lawyers, the w ell-padded, w ell- 
paid vassals to  the unbelievably  
rich, w ho in turn control both  do- 
m estic and foreign policy. The presi- 
dent has enou gh  pow er to sed u ce 
the young w ife o f  his m ega-billion- 
aire friend, W alter Sullivan, bu t the 
drunkenness o f  the am orous pair 
leads to tragedy, and she, regretta- 
bly, gets killed, all in the w ay o f  the 
world.

Covering up the event m ight 
have su cceed ed  e x cep t for an un- 
believable co in cid en ce: An unde- 
tected  burglar, Luther W hitney, 
w itnesses the slaying through a 
one-w ay mirror.

T h e president is abetted  by  his 
am bitious, am oral fem ale ch ie f o f 
staff, G loria Russell, w hile Luther’s 
cham pion is Ja ck  G raham , a form er 
public d efend er w h o  seem s to b e  
on  the verge o f  selling his soul to a 
prestigious law  firm and to his 
principal client, his fian ce e ’s fa- 
ther.

L uther’s estran g ed  d aughter, 
Kate, a fierce p rosecu tor o f  bur- 
glars, com p licates m atters b ecau se  
she o n ce  w as engaged  to Jack .

T h e tale spins out in a straight-
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Christian redem ption story: G od 
will restore order in a w orld w here 
disorder (sin) has b ee n  tem porarily 
in control. D oes our mystery read- 
ing indicate that w e are bein g  se- 
duced  by  a rationalistic substitute 
for the redem ption story? O r does 
our love o f  m ysteries sp eak  oddly 
o f our loyalty to the traditional 
Adventist w orld view?

Parallels w ith The Great Con- 
troversy m zy  exp lain  w hy Advent- 
ists en jo y  m ysteries so  thoroughly. 
Ellen W hite and C onan D oyle (w ho 
created  Sh erlo ck  H olm es), bo th  
w rote their red em p tio n  stories 
against a V ictorian  b ackd ro p  that 
saw  d iso rd e r e n te r  th e  w orld  
through foreigners w ith ״ crim inal 
m ind s.” E llen  W h ite ’s m oral en - 
em ies w ere o ften  C atholics, immi- 
grant disturbers o f  P rotestant or- 
der in 19th-centu ry  A m erica, and 
am ong D o y le ’s cru ellest villains 
w ere M orm ons from  Utah. Christ, 
o f  cou rse, restored  heavenly  order 
by  paying the legal penalty  w e 
deserved  for b reak in g  divine law, 
and C hrist’s arch -en em y Lucifer 
seem s v ictorious b e fo re  Christ re- 
turns from  the dead. Sh erlo ck  
H olm es u sed  reason  to restore 
ord er w h en  so cie ty ’s system s (i.e ., 
Scotland  Y ard ) failed, apparently 
surrenders his life for the greater 
g oo d  w h en  h e dies w ith his arch- 
enem y, M oriarty, and returns from  
a literary tom b.

If  19th-century m ystery novels 
reveal som ething o f  the w orld in 
w hich  our chu rch  began, d oes the 
popularity o f  The Cat Who Said 
Cheese tell us anything about our- 
selves today? Braun gives right- 
leaning readers w hat they want. 
D isorder com es from  a w orld out- 
side sm all-tow n Am erica, w hose 
traditional family values are worth 
m ore than fortunes and n eed  pro- 
tection.

Strangers from  other cultures 
are su sp ected  at first, bu t are em - 
b raced  w hen they support the tra- 
ditional order; eccen trics are lov-

the insights change him; his typical 
response is ״ I d on ’t k now ,” so  that 
those with know ledge o f the next 
Insight can explain  it to him. T he 
explainers are sim ply m arkers on 
the journey, conduits for exp lana- 
tions. There is no  attem pt to m ake 
them  individuals; they just talk. 
Theoretically . Tediously. T h e style 
is excruciating. C ollege professors 
talk about “hanging around,” “b e- 
ing blow n aw ay,” and “check ing  it 
ou t.” W itness this curious event in 
a restaurant: “O ur dinner arrived so 
w e paused for several m inutes as 
the w aiter poured m ore w ine, and 
to taste each  other’s foo d .” Ironi- 
cally, in a b o o k  praising the energy 
in physical beauty, the description 
is vague.

Nothing is sensually palpable. 
T he Peru o f  this b o o k  is not vivid 
m ountains and valleys; even Machu 
Picchu is just big  b locks o f stone.

A sequel about the Tenth In- 
sight is being  published. W hat’s the 
Tenth Insight? D o n ’t read the first 
book .

Food E xp lo ” o f new  food specialty  
stores and restaurants with “m od- 
e m ” versions o f traditional Pickax 
dishes. The im portant “e x p lo ” in 
this plot, how ever, is the b om b that 
goes o ff in the hotel. Apparently 
intended for a m ysterious w om an 
guest, it kills a young hotel house- 
keeper. Then  a possible w itness is 
m urdered.

T he popularity o f The Cat Who 
Said Cheese raises issues familiar to 
students o f popular culture, and 
should raise questions for Advent- 
ists. Years ago, W. H. Auden pointed 
out that m ysteries console readers 
by show ing rational processes re- 
storing order in a society  w here 
disorder (m urder) has b een  tern- 
porarily in control. But som e Ad- 
ventists see A uden’s satisfying mys- 
teries paralleling the traditional

pass through Survey o f  Civiliza- 
tion. For instance, part o f  the Sec- 
ond  Insight is an aw areness that 
p eop le  w ere o n ce  spiritual. Then, 
the Protestant R eform ation and the 
Industrial R evolution m ade these 
believers m aterialistic, seeing  the 
physical w orld only  as a com m od- 
ity. Until Einstein, the Third Insight 
says, p eop le  w ere n ’t aw are o f  the 
fields o f  energy  that can  b e b en t by  
individual com m union.

T h e appeal o f  the spirituality o f  
the Insights (th ere ’s also a w ork- 
b o o k  available) is its ease . O n e 
beg ins noticing co in cid en ces. O ne 
tunes into the vibrations o f the 
universe. O n e advances the cau se 
o f  hum an evolution  by  vibrating to 
the n ext h igher level. This is not a 
spirituality o f  hard-w on battles; it’s 
certainly not a spirituality o f intel- 
lectual rigor and thought; it’s not 
even  a spirituality o f  physical disci- 
pline.

C haracterization is nonexistent. 
T h e narrator rem ains nam eless and 
faceless. W e see  n o  evid ence that

The Cat Who Said Cheese, by  Lilian 
Ja ck so n  Braun (Putnam , 1996).

Reviewed by Norman Wendth, At- 
lantic Union College

The Cat Who Said Cheese main- 
tains Lilian Jack so n  B rau n’s for- 

mula: K oko, the sm arter o f  central 
ch a ra c te r  J im  Q w ille ra n ’s tw o 
Siam ese cats, yow ls at key  m o- 
m ents or k nocks b o o k s o ff shelves 
as he helps “Q w ill” solve the latest 
mystery.

As the title indicates, this time 
B ra u n ’s e n te rta in in g  th e m e  is 
A m erica’s love affair w ith “gour- 
m et” food, esp ecially  the Gruyere, 
Brie, and feta ch eeses that K oko 
and Y um  Y u m  devour. P ickax, a 
sm all tow n “400  m iles north o f 
everyw here,” is sponsoring a “Great

The Cat Who Said Cheese
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business losses and a b ro k en  nose. 
O n e o f  the reasons I w as able to 
read this b o o k  so  quickly w as that 
the characters and their struggles 
w ere painfully predictable. At no 
point did I feel regret, know ing that 
soon  I w ould have to let these 
characters go. At no  point did I 
pause to pond er a particularly w ell- 
crafted  p ro se  p assage. T h ou g h  
Spencer tries to  raise fem inist con- 
cem s by  sketch ing  an ind epend ent 
heroine, she blatantly undercuts 
these efforts by  repeatedly  holding 
up for our appreciation  som e lines 
from  Longfellow  d escribing m en 
and w om en as “U seless each  with- 
out the o th er.” Such sentim ents are 
m ore than sloppy; they are danger- 
ous. That Camden Summer is a 
b o o k  w aiting to b e  m ade into a 
m ini-series. T h e w eek  it airs will b e  
a w eek  I happily catch  u p  on  my 
com p osition  grading.

p s y c h o lo g y  p r o fe s s o r  G a rre tt  
Wright.

A long the w ay she m ust battle a 
form er lover-turned-adversary de- 
fense attorney, an incom petent and 
politically m otivated supervisor, a 
sex-for-inform ation  sheriff, and an 
obnoxiou s true-crim e writer, Ja y  
B rooks, w ho practices seduction 
m ore than journalism . T h ese are 
the g oo d  guys.

The evil characters receive m uch 
less attention, rem aining shadow y 
throughout, partly to k eep  the sus- 
p ense (w ho  really has com m itted 
these crim es?) and partly, I think, 
b ecau se H oag already has enou gh 
evil in the “g oo d ” characters and 
d o esn ’t n eed  m uch anyw here else.

H oag’s novel straddles the line 
b etw een  a psychological thriller 
and a mystery, but lacks the best 
elem ents o f  either genre. In psy- 
chological fiction, w e w ant charac- 
ters w ho w ould behave as w e w ould 
behave if w e w ere in their situa- 
tion. H ere the characters beh av e

veal their crim es, som etim es b e- 
cause they are filled with genuine 
rem orse. Post-m odern tastes are 
foolish, although w e often can learn 
from  the contem porary  w orld if w e 
p ick  and ch o o se carefully.

I w onder if Braun attends church 
. . . and if so, w hose.

able until they re ject society, w hen 
even  long-tim e locals b eco m e dis- 
tasteful.

Murders m ay occu r in Pickax, 
bu t no  o n e  the read er know s 
enou gh  to care about ever dies. 
T h o se guilty o f  disrupting Pickax 
eventually— and voluntarily— re-

That Camden Summer
p rejud ice o f  the tow nsfolk, in- 
eluding her ow n family, w h o  are 
con v in ced  that divorce m ust b e  
the w om an ’s fault.

R oberta’s p resence clearly chal- 
lenges their preciously preserved 
status quo. The resulting story is 
part Petticoat Junction, part The 
Brady Bunch, part “H arper Valley 
PTA.” Sp en cer’s is a w orld w here 
the good  are rew arded with love 
and m arriage, w hile the evil suffer

Guilty as Sin
Guilty as Sin, by  Tam i H oag (B an - 
tarn, 1996).

Reviewed by Renard Doneskey, La 
Sierra University

O ne w ould think that, with a 
title like Guilty as Sin, Tam i 

H oag’s latest novel w ould at least 
give a token  nod to the genesis o f 
evil or seek  to exp lore its religious 
ram ifications. How ever, not only 
does she fail to exp lore the nature 
o f  evil— contentedly leaving it as 
an unsolvable mystery that even  
the b o o k ’s priest cannot fathom —  
but she never considers “sin” at all, 
at least in the traditional religious 
sense. Instead, she serves u p u nbe- 
lievable characters and plot cli- 
ches.

T he p lot revolves around Dis- 
trict Attorney Ellen North, w ho tries 
to solve a series o f crim es that 
begins with a small b o y ’s kidnap- 
ing, allegedly by  one o f the small 
tow n’s m ost upstanding citizens,

That Camden Summer, by LaVyrle 
Spencer (Putnam , 1996).

Reviewed by Beverly Matiko, An- 
drews University

I am  a slow  reader. Most o f  my 
M onday m orning e-m ail from  

Fairbanks or A llentow n, B oston  or 
Portland begins with “I read a bo o k  
this w eeken d  that I think y ou ’d 
e n jo y .. . . ” My resp onse is typically 
a confession  that I spent m ost o f 
Sunday on the New York Times 
Book Review, and that it will take 
m e the rest o f  the w eek  to get 
through the p ap er’s rem aining sec- 
tions, even  w ith skipping Business.

B ecau se  I am  a slow  reader, I 
w as u np rep ared  for h o w  qu ickly  I 
tu rn e d  th e  p a g e s  o f  L aV yrle 
S p en cer’s That Camden Summer 
And it w asn ’t b eca u se  I co u ld n ’t 
put the b o o k  dow n. I w anted  
badly  to put it d ow n ev en  b efo re  
I b eg an  the first chapter. A list o f  
the au th or’s earlier novels sug- 
gested  that I w as clearly  in the 
realm  o f  the p op u lar rom ance: A 
HeartSpeaks, Separate Beds, Twice 
Loved, November o f the Heart, and 
m ore than a d ozen  m ore. That 
Camden Summerwould have sat- 
isfied  m y early  ad o lescen t reading 
tastes; at 41 it annoyed  m e.

Sp en cer sets h er story  in M aine, 
1916. R oberta  Jew ett, the heroin e, 
is a d ivorced  w om an  w h o has 
m oved  b a ck  to  h er h om etow n  
w ith p lans o f  su pporting  h erse lf 
and h er daughters as a traveling 
nurse. She m ust co n ten d  w ith the
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disappointing reading exp erien ce  
on a num ber o f levels. Its literary 
qualities lack  the stam p o f good  
fiction. Im m ature portrayals give 
readers characters w ith little ap- 
peal or depth. Harris overloads the 
narrative with details that add noth- 
ing to plot m ovem ent; for exam ple, 
a phone call b etw een  Sean and his 
sister is interrupted b y  call w aiting 
for no apparent reason other than 
an attem pt at authenticity. Style 
and editing issues cou ld  distract 
the m ost inattentive o f  readers.

A m ong the slend er pleasures in 
this novel readers can  count the 
distinctive A frican-A m erican ban- 
ter, particularly am ong the fem ale 
characters. T w o m inor characters 
also deserve special attention. G ina 
D eM arco, the fast-talking publicity 
agent w ho represents Zurich, is far 
m ore engaging than either o f the 
tw o m ain fem ale characters. But 
the star o f  the sh ow  is M am aCee, 
Zurich’s grandm other com e to Chi- 
cago  from W arm  Springs, Missis- 
sippi, to take care o f  her “b ab y ” 
during the hearing. Her visit to an 
u p sca le  C h ica g o  b ea u ty  sa lo n  
em erges as on e o f  the m ost m em o- 
rable scen es in the b ook .

Harris attem pts to treat som e 
social issues in A nd This Too Shall 
Pass', alcoholism , rape, and par- 
ticularly the struggle o f  gay believ- 
ers to m aintain their faith in the 
face o f re jection  by  organized reli- 
gion.

But the seriousness o f  these con- 
cem s is dim inished by  their juxta- 
position to salacious, explicit de- 
scriptions o f  casual sexual activity, 
both  hom osexual and heterosexual. 
And the answ ers are facile. W hen 
Sean finally tums/retums to God, 
he is “rew arded” by Zurich’s affec- 
tion. Harris’s coupling o f  a simplistic 
religious outlook with his less-than- 
critical portrayal o f a life-style that 
includes a crass use o f  language, 
troubled relationships, and sex  with- 
out com m itm ent, will not satisfy the 
serious Christian reader.

betw een  things w e miss.
Ju st the opposite situation de- 

velops here. I knew  w ho w as in- 
volved in the crim es b efore reach- 
ing the halfw ay point. Further, I 
m ade connections that D. A. North 
and the police fail to consider.

O bvious things, too. Exam ple: 
N orth’s car, parked in a snow - 
covered  parking lot, has b ee n  van- 
dalized, with an obscenity scratched 
into the door and the tire slashed. 
T hree police officers and North are 
baffled  at how  to determ ine w ho 
m ight have done the deed. M ean- 
w hile, I ’m talking out loud directly 
to the b ook : “Follow  the tracks in 
the snow !”

Problem atically, Guilty as Sin 
delivers exactly  w hat you w ould 
ex p ect it to. D espite its flaws, it 
does entertain— in a m ind-num b- 
ing way. It’s diverting. And the final 
100 pages create considerable sus- 
pense. How ever, reading the novel 
rem inded m e w hy I d o n ’t read 
m uch popular fiction. Guilty as Sin 
is a best-seller— and it just isn ’t very 
good.

exactly  as characters do o n  a TV 
m iniseries— bearing  little relation 
to life as w e know  it. T h e defense 
attorney annoys us in just the w ay 
w e e x p e ct him  to— h e ’s arrogant, 
self-righteous, and con cern ed  only 
w ith w inning rather than justice. 
T h e priest show s his hum anity as 
o ther priests have since The Thom 
Birds (and it w as clich e then)— he 
w ears jeans and flannel shirts and 
falls in love. T he D .A .’s love rela- 
tionship develops along the lines 
o f  a Harlequin rom ance, with North 
first being  repelled by, then strongly 
attracted to, Brooks.

B esid es failing to d evelop  real- 
istic characters, H oag also fails to 
surprise us w ith the story line. In 
mystery fiction w e w ant a w ell- 
d eveloped  plot and enou gh  plot 
twists that w e can ’t guess the per- 
petrator too  early. Also, w e look  for 
a detective at least as intelligent as 
w e are. T h e popularity o f Sherlock  
H olm es, H ercu le  P o iro t, P eter 
W im sy, and other such  detectives 
stem s from  their ability to m ake us 
marvel at the connections they m ake

A n d This Too Shall Pass
am ong the four m ajor characters, 
gradually w eaving their lives to- 
gether. Mia accuses Zurich o f rap- 
ing her; an alcoholic, she w as too 
drunk to rem em ber w hat really 
happened w hen she w as assaulted. 
Tam ela is assigned to defend Zurich 
but struggles to preserve her o b jec- 
tivity in the case b ecau se it triggers 
m em ories o f a co llege incident in 
w hich she heard, in her boyfriend ’s 
room ing house, four football play- 
ers gang-raping a young w om an 
and did nothing to stop  them . Sean, 
w ho is writing an article on  the 
em ergence o f black  quarterbacks, 
suspends his formal interview ing 
o f Zurich until the rape case is 
resolved but finds h im self falling in 
love with the quarterback.

And This Too Shall Pass offers a

A nd This Too Shall Pass, by E. Lynn 
Harris (D oubled ay , 1996).

Reviewed by Meredith Jones-Gray, 
Andrews University

F our young A frican-A m ericans 
on their w ay to the top m ake 

up the en sem b le  cast o f  E. Lynn 
Harris’ A nd This Too Shall Pass: 
Zurich R obinson, the virtuous-to- 
a-fault starting quarterback for the 
C hicago Cougars, an NFL exp an- 
sion  team ; Mia Miller, the first Afri- 
can-A m erican fem ale sportscaster 
on  C hicago ’s TV  C hannel 3; Tam ela 
C olem an, attorney with a presti- 
g ious C hicago law  firm; and Sean 
Elliott, a gay freelance sportsw riter 
in N ew  Y ork  City.

An om niscient narrator rotates

V o lu m e  26 , N um ber  156



M cNally’s P uzzle thousands o f  readers could derive 
that m uch pleasure out o f the in- 
credibly arch tone, the hum orous 
condescension , the nuggets o f re- 
condite inform ation, and the inside 
jo kes that the hero  em ploys.

If  you like classic Florida mys- 
teries, read the Travis M cG ee series 
by  Jo h n  D. M cD onald; if  you prefer 
a m ore contem porary Florida scene, 
try the M atthew  H ope series b y  Ed 
M cBain. If you are intrigued b y  the 
nam e A rchy (b e tter  m ake that 
A rchie), read the N ero W olfe series 
by  Rex Stout. T here are a host o f 
mystery authors w h ose protago- 
nists are engaged  in the search  for 
justice and truth and con cern ed  
with the question o f  how  this search 
fits into the context o f  today’s world, 
authors su ch  as Tony Hillerm an, 
Ruth Rendall, P. D. Jam es, Sue 
Grafton, Ross M cD onald, and Eliza- 
beth  Jam es. T he list is extensive, 
but it d o esn ’t contain  Law rence 
S a n d e r s . I c a n ’t r e c o m m e n d  
McNally's Puzzle.

Som e readers probably  en joy  
the passages o n  w eaponry  and 
fighting technique. T here is spe- 
cific (and presum ably know led ge- 
able) description o f  dozens o f w eap- 
ons, com b at clo thes, and finer 
points o f  staking out, storm ing a 
h ijacked  aircraft, killing a “tango” 
(bad  guy) w ithout ex cess  b loo d  
spray, and so  on. A nother pre- 
su m ed  a ttraction  is the insid e 
glim pse at the w ay the CIA, NIS, 
NSA, and other governm ent orga- 
n izations o p erate: opportunism , 
petty politicking, personal vendet- 
tas— ex cep t for a core  o f  m isunder- 
stood and und erappreciated  guys 
like the hero. T h en  there is the 
sim plified and ego-gratifying pic- 
ture o f  good  and evil. Ever b e e n  cut 
o ff  in heavy traffic? Lost out in a 
rom antic triangle? Had your toes 
stepped  on? If  you could  (a ) b e

w hich is probably the intellectual 
high point o f the b o o k  for both  
protagonist and reader. Archy is 
not a m ental heavyw eight; after all, 
it takes him  200 pages to discover 
that there is a m arket for sm uggled 
parrots and m acaw s. There are a 
few  murders in the b o o k  but, b e- 
cause o f the cartoonish quality o f 
the h ero ’s m ental and physical per- 
egrinations, the v io len ce  never 
seem s real. The novel seem s like 
the print equivalent o f a television 
sum m er replacem ent show: trivial, 
boring, and silly. Furthermore, Archy 
is correct about the characters w ho 
inhabit the pages o f  McNally's 
Puzzle■.—they are like the denizens 
o f  Parrots Unlimited, m ost o f w hom  
m erely preen and squaw k. I found 
it hard to believe that McNally's 
Puzzle is the sixth (or even  the 
second) b ook  in Sanders’ McNally 
series. I found it hard to believe that

Rogue Warrior: Task Force Blue, by 
R ic h a r d  M a rc in k o  a n d  J o h n  
W eism an (Pocket, 1996).

Reviewed by Scott Moncrieff, An- 
drews University

7 en g ean ce  is m ine,” thussaith
V the Lord. F or 3 0 0  p a g es , 

how ever, the Rogue W arrior tres- 
passes on the Lord’s territory, tak- 
ing a terrible revenge on bad  guys 
from  Key W est to Rancho Mirage.

The action centers around this 
Navy SEAL’S attempts to stop a con- 
spiracy/revolution masterminded by 
California billionaire L  C. Strawhouse 
(Ross Perot with a grudge), while 
simultaneously protecting his back- 
side from sinister goings on am ong 
the new  military opportunists in 
W ashington w ho dislike his uncon- 
ventional methods.

McNally's Puzzle , by  Law rence 
Sanders (Putnam , 1996).

Reviewed by Winona Howe, La Si- 
erra University

I’ve never read an entire b o o k  by 
Law rence Sanders b efo re , al- 

though I ’ve thum bed through som e 
o f  his previous 27 titles w hile kill- 
ing tim e at airports. But now , I w as 
on assignm ent for Spectrum, I w ent 
to  Crow n B ooks and bought my 
25-p ercen t-o ff cop y  o f  Sand ers’ 
McNally's Puzzle. I ’m glad I got the 
discount.

I en joy  reading m urder m yster- 
ies. The co n cep t o f  good  triumph- 
ing over evil com bined  with an 
intricately plotted puzzle is, for m e 
(as for m any readers), irresistible. 
As Carl H iaasen, another author o f 
Florida su spense fiction rem arked, 
they are satisfying b ecau se  “for 
o n ce the bad  guys get w hat they 
d eserve.” Fictional detectives are 
often trem endously concerned  with 
m oral questions, su ch  as the ap- 
propriate response to the evil that 
exists in the world. Archy McNally, 
h o w e v e r , th e  p r o ta g o n is t  o f  
McNally's Puzzle, d o esn ’t spend  
his tim e pond ering w eighty ques- 
tions like this. He is too  involved 
with other w eighty questions: W hat 
should he order for dinner? W hat 
should he w ear today? W hat in- 
credibly clever thing can  he say 
next? This b o o k  didn’t tem pt m e to 
exam ine m oral questions either. 
My thoughts tended to b e  along the 
lines of: Archy? Binky (A rchy’s dim- 
w it sidekick)? Are p eop le  still stuck 
w ith these nam es from  the 1940s? 
Even in south Florida?

Archy’s investigation is centered  
at Parrots Unlim ited, a “psittacine 
superm arket.” He com p ares the 
brightly colored , ex o tic  birds to the 
flam boyant, shallow  p eop le  w ho 
inhabit south Florida, an ep iphany

Rogue Warrior: Task Force Blue
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highest fulfillm ent in revenge, a 
ch aracter w ithout pu rpose or p lea- 
sure in a w orld  w ithout “en em ies. ” 

If M arcinko and W eism an had 
written Pride and Prejudice, it might 
have gon e som ething like this:

Mr. Darcy slipped on his fleece- 
lined Nomex balaclava, snapped 
his Beretta M-92 pistol in its 
hidden shoulder holster, and 
hefting his Remington 870 riot 
shotgun, with 100 rounds of 
d o u b le-O  b u ck sh o t slung 
around his shoulder, headed for 
Longbourne. That *#$!@ Mr. 
Wickham had better not be lurk- 
ing in the bushes.

It’s just o n e m ore reason to 
thank G od for Ja n e  Austen!

T o  g iv e  a u th o r s  R ic h a r d  
M arcinko and Jo h n  W eism an their 
due, the tactical angle o f the b o o k  
is often  interesting, as are the sur- 
prising and som etim es skillful ref- 
eren ces by the narrator to Kafka, 
G ilbert and Sullivan, Sh akesp eare’s 
Henry V, Gauguin, and others.

But let’s not get carried away. 
This is a pernicious b ook . It’s not 
just that if the F־w ord w ere re- 
m oved it w ould b e  30 pages shorter. 
I t ’s n o t ju st th e assu m ed  c o - 
d e p e n d e n cy  b e tw e e n  b e in g  a 
m acho m an and having a degraded 
view  o f  w om en. It’s not just the 
g lorification o f  bein g  a Rogue, free 
from society ’s restraints, yet sm ugly 
justified  by o n e ’s private m oral 
cod e. It’s also the d em onic w orld 
view  o f a character w ho finds his

certain  that you w ere the w ronged 
party and (b )  cou ld  visit a terrible 
v en gean ce on  the perpetrator, you 
w ould b e  the Rogue W arrior. T he 
rest o f  us W alter Mittys can  read the 
b o o k .

M en w ho com m unicate through 
“one-fingered  salutes” and gutter 
sarcasm  (this is to  friends!), and 
w ho d o n ’t relate w ell w ith w om en 
at all will find them selves on fan- 
tasy island. T h e m ain characters—  
R ogue W arrior and his hom og- 
en o u s ban d — are m en; w om en  
appear only in a few  cam eos and 
degrading ep ithets, w ith one or 
tw o m inor excep tion s. D ialogue 
rarely rises above grunts and ges- 
tures. C onversely, the w ords flow  
endlessly from  Rogue W arrior’s first- 
person  narration.
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