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T 1s always with a certain shrinking of the heart that I approach a book of
short stories. Am I, for some reason, naturally cold to them ? Or is there
some peculiar difficulty in the genre ? Or is the standard of performance just

-

rather low 7 At any rate, I almost never feel they are as good as they are
cracked up to be. And 1if the cause of this reaction is obscure, how, in the

individual case, 1s one to pass judgment ?

All one can do 1s to be frank, and to admit the stories may be getting less
than fair play. And that would mean that ‘ Colonel Julian,”’ by H. E. Bates

(Michael Joseph ; 10s. 6d.), is admirable stuff indeed.

For once, 1 found it more

impressive than the writer’'s novels : ‘though on the other hand, the novels strike
me as over-praised. Where Mr. Bates excels, where he is really brilliant, is in

setting and execution ; in human content and direction he
1s not so good. And these defects, of course, become more
harmful 1n a longer book. Even the short stories have
a tendency to get nowhere, and, as it seems to me, a
want of heart. But then they can more easily afford
it. Over a short course, the scene alone, the sensual
impact and the mere sfafe of things is nearly adequate
as content, and intensely striking. And the execution
goes very far.

Except for two excursions in the clowning vein, by
no means eminently happy, these are glum stories.
Yet they are beautifully set. The ‘' great unwanted
empty house”™ in ““The Park,” the grand, decaying
mansion in ‘' The Flag,” the ever-changing seaside of
““The laghthouse " could not be more felt, more ex-
quisitely rendered, more completely nature-breathing.
There is another empty mansion in ‘““ A Girl Called
Peter '—and again lovely ; whereas the girl called
Peter 1s a blot. Indeed, the human beings are all
eclipsed by their surroundings to such a point that,
what with all these derelict, enchanting parks, one
may suspect a buried wish to throw them out neck and
crop. Yet they are carefully composed into the setting,
and intrusive only as a let-down. The blackened
stump of the old lighthouse, the extending beach, the
flashing beam upon the sands are images of Brand's
revulsion from his own wife and of his doomed, frenetic
meeting with the girl of the shack. The drifting cuckoo
in ‘“The Flag,” the derelict and bloated Captain
illustrate the same i1dea : and this 1s rendered more
effectively than usual on the human side because it 1s
a picture only—nothing takes place. Direction and
humanity are still the weak points—to which, 1 feel,
more than to any deep creative urge, we should attribute
it that nearly everyone is futile and a happy ending
unknown. It does seem that the author would regard
a happy ending as rather vulgar. * The Little Farm "
avoids one by a very dubious trick; yet if it ended
well, it would be sentimental. . . Yet here, again,
and everywhere throughout the book, the detail 1s
ablaze with life,

‘““ Joy Street,’”’ by Frances Parkinson Keyes (Eyre
and Spottiswoode ; 12s. 6d.), is at the other pole, and
singularly easy to judge. It is a very, very long book,
yet in no way formidable ; and it will attract all those
who like their novels to be long, and yet not formidable—
which implies a vast public, though one composed, I
think, exclusively of women. Here they are in great
luck ; they have a chunk of reading admirable in its
kind, and out and out a ‘' nice story.”

The scene is Boston, where the good old families
live in their fine old houses and preserve the fine, exclu-
sive old ways. Indeed, their tone is so old-fashioned
that the date—the 1930’s—comes as a shock. Emily
Thayer is a child of this élite. And so is Roger Field
by birth and training, only he is hard up, and what is
worse, unlikely to correct the error. Emily’s parents,
therefore, are against the match ; old Mrs. Forbes, her
matriarchal grandmamma, while not opposing it,
regrets it. Roger, she says, will never set the world
on fire, and Emily is not in love. But Emily declares
she doesn’t want him to, and does love him.

He gets employment in a legal firm which has
defied tradition by enrolling ‘' outsiders '—a Jew, an
Irishman and an Italian. After these upstart three, it
adds the unexceptionable, plodding Roger as a kind of
sop. And Emily envisages their house in Joy Street
as a birthplace of social harmony. Of course, they
live at the right end, on the elect side of Beacon Hill ;
the other end of Joy Street is a haunt of aliens, like
Roger’s colleague Pellegrino. Neither her scheme of
concord nor her marriage turns out a wild success—
not that she ever ceases to be fond of Roger, a patheti-
cally blameless young man, rather slow-witted and
low-spirited, but good as gold. Still, Grandmamma
was right, she didn’t love him. During the war, and
after, she has much to bear—much abnegation, sacrifice
and grief ; but she emerges as a wiser and stronger soul.
One can’t quite grasp, in retrospect, what made it
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such a long story ; certainly no profusion of event. But it is quietly entertaining
all through, and shows a very pleasing generosity to the less worthy figures.
“ The Spoils of Time,”’ by Philip Gibbs (Hutchinson ; 10s. 6d.), covers a longer

period in a much shorter space. The lifetime of the hero is the author’s own,
and he, too, is an author, by the name of Val Haviland. Val lives in Church
Street, Kensington, where we first meet him as a small boy. The great event
at this stage is the elopement of his gay, affectionate, erratic mother with a young
portrait-painter. She has the provocation of an ‘‘ absentee husband,” a journalist
whose days and nights are given to The Times; and Val indignantly assumes his
father must have ill-treated her. Then comes the ghastliness of the First War:
post-war hysteria and disillusionment : first steps in authorship, and a romantic,
happy marriage with the daughter of a great house : and then the second cataclysm
and its aftermath. Of course, it does sound rather too familiar. But it 1s
always likeable.

“ Lady Killer,”” by Anthony Gilbert (Collins; 8s. 6d.), means literally what
it says, and introduces us to a professional husband.” There is no mystery at
all, The dark, insinuating Henry is in plain sight, and we observe him dealing
smoothly with a few odd wives before he lights on Sarah Templeton. This dupe,
for once, is an attractive girl, and even Henry feels attracted, to his own surprise.
And while his method with the others has been brisk and simple, Sarah gets the full
orchestra : she is entrapped in Goblin Cottage in the haunted wood, though luckily
with Arthur Crook on the trail. The theme is right up Mr. Gilbert’s street.—K. JOHN.
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