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Choosing to read John Jakes requires no small commitment. Books that double as door stops are a 
hassle to lug around, but Jakes's careful manipulation of history and his knack for creating wacky, 
wicked characters are sure to lure readers to his latest, Charleston (Dutton, $ 26.95).  
 
This saga follows two branches of a prominent Charlestonian family, the Bells, who establish 
themselves as well-to-do city folk in the mid-1700s and, more important, build a reputation as an "old" 
Charleston family. What's in a name? In a place like Charleston, everything.  
 
The founder of the Bell clan, however, wasn't always a Bell. Sydney Greech, a fugitive buccaneer, 
changes his name to the more elegant-sounding Bell when he settles in Charleston. This truth, cleverly 
concealed from Greech's progeny, reminds readers of the often-dubious origins of even the most snooty 
society figures, and provides a prism through which to view the development of the increasingly 
paranoid and repressive politics of the antebellum South.  
 
Old Greech's grandsons choose different sides in the Revolutionary War, which conveniently dictates 
the direction of the narrative. Adrian, a fop and loyalist, loses his cherished social standing and is 
forced to flee to St. Lucia. Edward, a level-headed patriot, emerges vengeful but unscathed. The family, 
reunited in Charleston years later, is haunted by the rift, which continues to widen for generations to 
come.  
 
If there's one drawback to Jakes's masterly tale, it is that the Bell family is too neatly divided. With just 
one exception, Adrian's descendants are hoity-toity, witless racists who commit murder at the drop of a 
hat, while Edward's are brave, open-minded leaders who challenge the status quo on matters of 
principle. The complexity of Charleston derives less from the internal growth of its characters than 
from external conflict among members of this extraordinary family, forced to interact with -- and react 
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to -- each other, during the most violent era of Charleston's history.  
 
Jane Larsen, the divorced fortysomething protagonist of The Middle Ages (Morrow, $ 24.95), the third 
novel by Jennie Fields, claims to be happy. She is not. After years in a soulless job designing 
supermarkets and dry-cleaning chains for a prestigious New York firm, the charming goody-two-shoes 
finds herself acting out of character -- playing hooky from work and striking up a long-distance, 
emotionally indulgent correspondence with her college beau, Jack. At the same time, Jane's best friend, 
Peggy, sets her up with a dangerously handsome man, Hank, a wealthy art dealer who wants her to 
design him a house.  
 
In the very short space of a few days, Jane's ho-hum life is turned upside down -- just as she re-enters 
the dating game, she loses her job. Though she's excited to strike out on her own, as a single mother 
with twin teenagers at home she can't afford to take her pink slip lightly.  
 
Overly insecure and, at times, tiresome, Jane is no more experienced than an adolescent. Negotiating 
relationships, she finds, does not get easier with age, particularly for a woman conditioned to be 
suspicious of life outside the safety zone of her Brooklyn brownstone. Fortunately, Jane's naivete is 
charming, and the small lessons she learns, however obvious, are fitting.  
 
Told in the present tense, which gives Jane's voice a breathlessness even at its most serious, The Middle 
Ages manages to be convincing nonetheless, and Jane's honesty with herself lends the book an 
appealing, confessional tone. Fields's use of one-word sentences and sentence fragments is surprisingly 
effective, the writing witty and wise. She is a treat to read.  
 
The first novel by Marsha Moyer, The Second Coming of Lucy Hatch (Morrow, $ 24.95), stands out as 
an unsentimental story about a young widow who refuses to behave the way anyone in the small town 
of Mooney, Texas, wants or expects.  
 
Shortly after her duty-bound husband of 14 years, Mitchell, is killed in a gruesome tractor accident, 33-
year-old Lucy begins to emerge from a funk based less on her loss than on the realization that marriage 
to Mitchell had sucked the lifeblood from her. When her sister-in-law accuses her of acting more 
bewildered than bereaved, Lucy admits the dirty truth -- she's relieved.  
 
But starting over is easier said than done, and Lucy rebuffs Mooney's most eligible bachelor, Ash 
Farrell, despite his persistence. She's more stubborn than tentative, however, which (to Moyer's credit) 
is unusually refreshing. As Lucy grapples with her grief, or lack of it, she is horrified that her life with 
Mitchell, however dull, has simply disappeared. "I blinked once," she says, "and it was gone."  
 
Lucy's consternation turns out to be liberating. For the first time, she is forced to look objectively at her 
marriage and to mourn Mitchell properly. Moyer's writing comes across as strong and intelligent, and 
her sense of narrative pace is wonderfully satisfying. By the end of The Second Coming of Lucy Hatch, 
the minor characters seem like old friends, and though the story wraps up rather too neatly at the end, 
the common ground Lucy eventually finds with Ash is hard-won and gratifying.  
 
At the beginning of Distant Shores (Ballantine, $ 22.95), Kristin Hannah's latest romance, Elizabeth 
"Birdie" Shore and her husband, Jack, a former professional football player, find themselves trapped in 
a marriage of the worst sort. Both are unhappy and exasperated but too cowardly to admit it. They say 
"I love you" to each other desperately, as if the words, which have lost all currency, will convince them 
that it's true.  
 
Hannah tells the story primarily from Birdie's point of view. A frustratingly indecisive and meek 
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housewife, Birdie feels overshadowed by Jack, a meathead who believes that the couple's marital woes 
stem from his professional blunders. When Jack lands a job as the co-host of a sports show in New 
York, he finds -- surprise, surprise -- that success doesn't provide a quick fix for his and Birdie's 
problems. In fact, it forces a break: Birdie retreats to their house outside Portland, Ore., and Jack resorts 
to sleeping with his assistant.  
 
The death of Birdie's beloved father lends necessary substance to the otherwise weightless narrative, 
and Birdie's newfound appreciation for her stepmother, rather transparently orchestrated by Hannah, 
offers Birdie hope for the future of her own marriage. But will the reader care? Birdie and Jack are so 
predictable and familiar, it's impossible to root for them. Jack is especially weak. His reasons for 
returning home are hopelessly superficial, and though he abandons his cocksure attitude, he fails to 
defy the stereotype of a one-dimensional jock who can't hack it alone. It's hard to believe Birdie would 
want him back, despite her renewed respect for the challenges and rewards of lifelong commitment. 
The couple's implausible reunion trivializes the very lessons we're meant to believe Birdie has learned. 
Readers should expect more from Hannah, and Hannah should expect more from her readers.  
 
The first half of Her Father's House (Delacorte, $ 25.95), the 20th novel by popular romance writer 
Belva Plain, crackles with energy. Donald Wolfe, a promising young lawyer, arrives in Manhattan, 
lands a job at a respectable law firm and meets the woman of his dreams. Or so he thinks. Lillian, it 
turns out, is not exactly the humble, faithful wife Donald bargained for. In fact, she's a secretive, 
scheming social climber, something of a cross between Eliza Doolittle and Scarlett O'Hara.  
 
Poor Donald, ill-equipped to deal with any woman, let alone one of such resourcefulness and 
determination, gives Lillian the benefit of the doubt again and again, until he finally must admit 
humiliating defeat. As Lillian continues to tear through New York society, Donald becomes 
increasingly horrified at her behavior, and with stupefying bravado decides to kidnap his daughter, 
Cookie, and head south.  
 
With Lillian out of the picture, Donald and Cookie, now "Jim" and "Laura," settle in rural Georgia, and 
the story, which has moved at a pleasant clip up to this point, gets bogged down. The wholesome 
characters who fill the empty holes in Jim and Laura's life are thoughtfully conceived but ultimately 
prove flaccid and uninteresting. Not even the threat of discovery, intended to provide a low-watt but 
constant undercurrent of tension, can restore the narrative to its former kinetic level.  
 
Plain has planned Her Father's House carefully, however, and it's her intention to focus on the father 
and daughter relationship. It's a worthy choice but not a good one, and the story just fizzles out. *  
 
Katherine Arie is the former fiction editor of the Atlantic Monthly's online journal, Atlantic Unbound.  
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