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The Presence
began as a
diary kept
by the poet
Dannie
Abse the
year after his wife's sudden
dgath in 2005. Reading the
bookfeels like intruding on a
grieving man's thoughts. The
"presence" is his wife Joan,
though it is her absence that
shadows the diary entries.
Abse quotes verse at length
foom writers such as Henry
King andAmirGilboa, as if
making a personal scrapbook.
His poet's eye is sha4rest
outlining his Iife in mourning,
as when he ruminates on
the quiet of his house and
empty bed. Encompassing
sorrow and remembrance of
joy,The Presenceprovides a
delicate map of loss.
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Eachtale in
JoyceCarol
OatOs's
superb
collectisn of short stories
is anexploration of human
weakness and power, and
in each the suspense is
maintained to thefinal
moment. The title story is
an affecting horror story
based on the powerof
the imagination. Others
focus on unpredictable
violence and the thin line
between madness and
sanity - though there is little
authorial moralising. Oates's
storytelling is aided by
impressive pacing and quirky
characters. Her direct prose
carries the reader successfully
through the narrative.
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TheAlmost
Moon
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Balfour

Alice Sebold,
the author
of The la:elg
Bwes,has
rvritten a
novel as bleak and violem as
that enormouslv successfirl
firstnovel. In an actmotivated
by both mercy and frushation,
Flelen Knightly kills her
elderly and senile mother,
awomanwho nevergave
her daughter the love that
she craved. The hours and
davs that follow. in which
Helen comes to realise the
magnitude of her actions
and almost loses herself in
reflecting on her damaged
past, is an effective portrait
of repressed American family
life. Sebold's prose tries hard
to shock at many points,
but her story is undeniably
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This
biograp
of Geor
Bush fo
on his relationship witl
father. The first Bush w
cautious and patrician;
second is decisive and.
his Ivy League educatio
prefers to play the cowt
Sadly for us, their confli
has been played out on
world stage. Jacob Weis
overplays the tragic dirr
(Senioras HenryMDu
Frince Hal, Jeb as Hotsl
more interesting are thr
revelations of Bush's cu
and malice: he panders
to evargelical leaders h
privately calls i'wackos"
and Karl Rove is neveri
to his birthday parties.
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Altho.ugh
o'Balfouriarl"
became a
byr,yord for
measured
appraisal,
Balfotr's life was one of
spectacular engagement
with his age. In a political
career spanning the Boer
war and the FirstWorldWar,
he remained the firlcrum
of successive governments.
RJQ Adams's impeccably
researched biography deals
confi dently with personal
intrigue and internati onal
crisis. As PM. Balfour took
a low view of politics: "too
pretty to.be ealled'tragedy'
and too dull to deserve the
name'comedv"'. Butthe
machinations of power are
compelling, and Adams's
study as prolific as his subject.
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instalment of Simpsonl
memoirs takes us from
to the Congo, from Bagl
Broadway. "I spendmur
my professional life goir
the kind of placethat se
people avoid,': he writes
- and ournews coverag
is immenselvricherfol
Iraq feafurei prominenl
described with anger an
subtlety, gualities often
from the world of 24-hc
rolling news. Simpson s
fatherhood adds atoud
gloss to the experiences
the gr-and maverick of tJ
BBC foreigr desk here
his rumbristious. gnrml
humorous best.JB

