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New Fiction
Mr. H. E. Bates

By PAMELA HANSFORD JOHNSON

Dear Life. By H. E. Bates. (Michael
Joseph. 7s 6d) |
The Draper of Edgecumbe. By Anne

Meredith. (Faber. 9s 6d.)
Portrait of Philip. By Barbara
Willard. (Macmillan. 10s 6d.)

YONSIDER the giving of wedding

/ presents. The large ﬁift,—that
a

is, large in size—is almost always the

safer bet. If, on the other hand, we
decide to present our couple with

some small object, say, two inches
by three, then it has to be an “ objet
de vertu,” extremely special of its
Kind, or it will not hold its own with
the ironing-board or clothes-horse
given by a less imaginative friend.
It won’t even look so good.

This is a homely point with which
to illustrate the fact that very little
novels must be superbly good novels,
or they are nothing. *‘ DEeAR LIFE,"”

' Mr. Bates’s agonising conte, certainly
Isn't nothing,; but neither is it very
good—it isn't, in fact, quite good
enough to justify the deliberate
smallness of its scope. It is based, so
far as 1 can see, on a war-time
murder case, when a delinquent %u'l
linked up with a deserter for the
purpose of robbery with violence.

In Mr. Bates’s story the girl is far
more sinned against than sinning;
her home background 1s hopelessly
against her, and she has fretted her-
self into a dreamlike state of despalr
in which nothing that happens seems
real. The deserter is horrible; one
of the book’s weaknesses is, I think,
that we can see no real reason for
the girl's attachment to him. She
‘follows him as if hypnotised; yet we
don’t see the hypnotism at work.

The atmosphere of the book 1s
frightening and .opaque. Everythin
is seen through the girl’'s sick mina.
Everything is in violent chiaroscuro, |
everything set at the distorted angles
of the pre-war German film, It 1s, |
quite undeniably effective; but it has |
not the rxg it should have. For one
thing, Mr. Bates uses the bizarre for
1ts own sake—and his story is bizarre |
enough, without freakish decoration. |
There 1is, for instance, a crazy|
character called Uncle Cupid who
knits incessantly with scarlet wool
in a basement; and this flourish on
Mr. Bales's part is oddly destructive |
of realism. The writ‘m% has greatl
visual power and great precision,
*Dear Life"” is an interesting book;
but it is not good enough for its size.

A QUIET MURDER TALE

“THE DRAPER OF EDGECUMBE ” is &
thorou%hly workmanlike story, plain,
readable and sympathetic., It is
about a Victorian draper who, happily
married, with a family of grown-up
children, falls passionately in love
with a girl in his shop. Lily Brown|
loves Oliver equally, and as an |
equal. She makes no demands on|
him. She will be his lover, but she|
refuses to be a “kept woman.”

She leaves the shop and supports
herself by dressmaking, and Oliver
visits her small house happily and
safely for a long while. His wife
doesn’t. suffer, neither do his chil-
dren. There seems to be no reason
why this strangely respectable and
smoothly-handled state of things
shouldn't continue till Oliver’s
death., The lovers may be in the
grip of a passion they cannot
control; but they can, and do, pre-
vent it from harming anyone else.

Oliver, unhappily, has a feeble-
minded brother-in-law, who discovers
Lily’s whereabouts and brings about a
tragedy. Oliver is suspected of Lily’s
inurder. He is thrown into prison,
nhis wife deserts him, and there is no
one to stand by him but his youngest
daughter and his son-in-law. There
1S, of course, a mystery overhanging
the whole affair. Who did murder
Lily? And what chance has Oliver
of escaping with his life? T 31

Miss Meredith has written an ex-
citing story for people who don't like
their excitement driven to fever-
pitch: it is, in fact, g very quiet talel
| of passion and murder, oddly convin-
 cing and singularly level-headed.
Oliver himself is charming and so 1S
Lil?l. Miss Meredith’'s onl real
failure is the revengeful wife, who
seems ultimately to behave in a
manner entirely out of key. ’

|

SIR PHILIP SIDNEY |

“ PORTRAIT OF PHiILIP,” by Barbara
Willard, is a loving historical recon-
struction, dignified but very slow-
moving. The truth is that precious
little seems to have happened to Sir
Phili? Sidney, except the loss of
Penelope Devereux and the fatal

wound at Zutphen. He was, in fact,
'an exquisite hero without very much
| of a story, and Miss Willard has been |
hard put to it, despite her scholar-

ship and devotion, to keep the story

going at all. |

This book has, however, the

charm with which an historical|
romance does often invest itself,
when the writer has a real passion for

the subject. This is warm, graceful

and intelligent, contrived with a sort

of sisterly intimacy. I say “ sisterly”
' because there is no touch here of that

frenzied hero-worship which can

bring glamour to a tale of this kind,

while denying it any sort of essential

truth or cogency.

France and Italy

Mickael Swan, who introduced the
recent edition of Henry James's *““ Little
Tour,” has now followed Iin the
master's steps and himself written
about a little tour he made after the
war in France and Italy. His account,
““ TLEX AND OLIVE "’ (Home & Van Thal,
16s). reveals rather a well-worn route,
a pleasant style and an informal ar-
rangement, too informal, we would say.

Essays on James in France and
Palladianism in England, Iinspired
by the stucco of Vicenza, rub|
'shoulders with those on Somerset
'Maugham, casually met, or Sir MaxX
'Beerbohm. not to mention lesser but
not less interesting fry, all not quite
| strongly enoth linked by the author’s
own personality. But on Tiberlus,
Mithraism and the Camisard war Mr.
Swan is so engaging, and in Palladio
so absorbed, that one feels that com-
plete achievement for him is only a
matter of time.

Woman About Town

Jane Gordon, well known to women |
readers of THE DAILY TELEGRAPH as a
contributor of weekly beauty artlcies.l
has, it is clear, in *“ MARRIED TO |
CHARLES "' (Heinemann, 158), brought
off a highly successful double of work
and marriage. As the wife of Charles
Graves, variously described as * travel

writer,” *“columnist” and *‘ man
about town.” the story of her life
mi%ht, have been a repetitive round of
fashionable restaurants and hotels at
home and abroad: but war and hard
work as a nurse in a London hospital
have given her grimmer, more serious
things to add shadow and depth to
the chronicle of her daily round.

Two Thrillers

The sanctimonious Joshua Clunk,
most original and unlikeable of
sleuths, picks his way unerringly
through a shower of red herrings in
H C. Balley's *“ SHROUDED DEATH"
(Macdonald 8s 6d). The reader will be
hard put to do the same. After a slow
start, the story gets well under - way
with sudden death in a radio factory.

In Paris, Marten Cumberliand’'s Com-
missaire Saturnin Dax is confronted in |
“ POLICEMAN'S NIGHTMARE " (Hurst &
Blackett, 9s6d) with the disappear-
ance, and probable murder, of a!
wealthy business man. Though theée
issue Is trom time to time obscured in
& {og of words, 1t is a well-worked-out
'story. .
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