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Essential Elements of Short Stories







Chapter One Plot

Definition of Plot

The plot is how the author arranges events to develop his basic idea. In other words,
what is more important for a writer is not the simple setting down of events, but rather
the arrangement of those events according to the causal relationships. Hence, a plot is a
plan or groundwork for a story, based on conflicting motivation, with the actions resulting
from believable and realistic human response.

[ Plot vs Story I

Without a plot, we do not have a story. It is the sequence of events in a story or
play. The plot is a planned, logical series of events having a beginning. middle, and end.
The short story usually has one plot so it can be read in one sitting.

| Conflict in Plot I

Conflict is essential to plot. Without conflict there is no plot. It is the opposition of
forces which ties one incident to another and makes the plot move. Conflict is not merely
limited to open arguments; rather it is any form of opposition that faces the main
character. Within a short story there may be only one central struggle, or one dominant
struggle with many minor ones.

Classification of Conflicts )

+ External Conflict

A struggle between a character and an outside force is an external conflict, say,
physical confrontation. It may take the form of a basic opposition between man and
nature, as is the case in Ernest Hemingway's The Old Man and the Sea , or between man
and society, for instance, Theodore Dreiser's An American Tragedy, or between man
and man, as it does in Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s detective story, in which Sherlock Holmes
is asked to match wits with a cunning criminal or as in the case in Pride and Prejudice ,
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the opposition between the protagonist Mr. Darcy and Wickham’s false account of him and
Elizabeth’s own prejudice.
¢ Internal Conflict

A struggle that takes place in a character’s mind is called an internal conflict. It
focuses on two or more elements contesting within the protagonist’s own character. That
is to say, a character may have to decide between right and wrong or between two
solutions to a problem, or must deal with his or her own mixed feelings or emotions, as is
the case in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness.

Development of Plot

¢ Exposition

Exposition is the beginning of the story where the author provides the necessary
background information of the story, describes the setting, and introduces characters. It
helps the reader make sense of the action that occurs later in the story.
® Complication

Complication is also referred to as the rising action, in which the events in the story
become complicated and the conflict in the story is revealed (events between the
introduction and climax) .
# Crisis

Crisis, also referred to as the climax, is the highest point of interest and turning
point of the story. The reader wonders what will happen next and whether the conflict
will be resolved or not.
# Falling Action

Falling action is the moment when the events and complications begin to resolve
themselves. The reader knows what has happened next and whether the conflict was
resolved or not (events between climax and resolution) .
¢ Resolution

Resolution, also referred to as the conclusion or denouement, is the final outcome or
untangling of events in the story, where the complications are resolved and the outcome of
the conflict is reached.

Terms Related to Plot
¢ Flashback

It is also called retrospect, the most frequently used device for a writer to interrupt a
chronologically ordered plot, through which a writer can bring in the past whenever it is
most relevant to the present. For instance, Mary Gavell’s The Swing, in which a lot of

flashbacks—memories of the past life are employed in the very beginning.
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¢ Foreshadowing

A device of equal importance in writing, by which a writer prepares the reader for
what is vet to happen by presenting some details implying the direction the story will
take. Hence a device most often seen in detective stories as “clues or hints” as is the case
in Somerset Maugham’s Mr. Know-all.
¢ Suspense

A sense of anticipation or worry that the author instills in readers. M. H. Abrams,
quoted on A Teacher Writes, defined suspense as “a lack of certainty, on the part of a
concerned reader, about what is going to happen.” As Daphne Du Maurier does in her
masterpiece— Rebecca, a lot of suspenseful and secretive atmosphere is produced to
create the intense and expectant uncertainty as to the outcome of the story.
¢ Subplot

A sequence of events distinct, at least in part, from the main plot. In most cases,
the subplot is closely related to the main plot. and used as an analogy to the main plot, as
is the case in Kate Chopin’s The Story of an Hour.

Story One ,  After Twenty Years (1906)

About the Author

O. Henry (1862-—1910), the pseudonym of William Sydney
Porter, was an American short story writer, whose stories are
known for their surprise endings and witty narration. In his day
he was called the American answer to Guy de Maupassant. While
both authors wrote plot twist endings, O. Henry's stories were
considerably more playful. Most of O. Henry's stories are set in
his own time, the early 20th century. Many took place in New

York City and dealt for the most part with ordinary people:

policemen, waitresses, etc. . Henry's work is wide-ranging, and his characters can be
found roaming the cattle-lands of Texas, exploring the art of the con man, or investigating
the tensions of class and wealth in turn-of-the-century New York. O. Henry had an
inimitable hand for isolating some element of society and describing it with an incredible
economy and grace of language. Some of his best and least-known work is contained in
Cabbages and Kings, a series of stories which explore some individual aspects of life in a
paralytically sleepy Central American town, while advancing some aspects of the larger
plot and relating back one to another. Among his most famous stories are “the Gift of
Magi”, “the Last Leaf”, “the Ransom of Red Chief”, “The Cop and the Anthem”, “A
Retrieved Reformation”, “The Caballero’s Way”, etc. In 1918, The O. Henry Award
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was first presented and funded by the Society of Arts and Sciences. Now it is a prestigious
annual prize given to short stories of exceptional merits.

Tips for Reading

“After Twenty Years” is frequently included in anthologies of short stories. It was
originally published in O. Henry’'s 1906 collection The Four Million. The skill of the
legendary master of the twist ending in short stories is perhaps nowhere better
exemplified than in “After Twenty Years”. The story centers on the main plot in which
two old friends made a pact to meet at a specific time and place. Bob, a noted criminal
from Chicago, arrives on time and speaks to a patrolman who happens to be walking by.
Later, it's revealed that this patrolman was Jimmy Wells, Bob’s friend for whom he's
been waiting. The story contains many memories of the past old days, which manifest
scenes during the twenty years and enhance the suspense of the plot accordingly.
Friendship is at the heart of the story. O. Henry puts the focus on the friendship between
Bob and Jimmy, keeping readers interested in the fact that their relationship could survive
even though they have not been in contact for such a long time. However, what makes the
story extraordinary is the plot twist, which usually happens near the end of the story,
especially if it changes one’s view of the preceding events, is known as a surprise ending.
“After Twenty Years” presents an unexpected conclusion with a note from Jimmy to Bob.
It turns out that Jimmy is the patrolman who talked a lot with Bob without being
recognized. As an old friend, Jimmy cannot but send another one to arrest Bob, the
criminal wanted for some time.

[ The Story I

The policeman on the beat' moved up the avenue impressively. The impressiveness
was habitual and not for show, for spectators were few. The time was barely 10 o’clock at
night, but chilly gusts of wind’ with a taste of rain in them had well nigh de-peopled the
streets.

Trying doors as he went, twirling his club® with many intricate and artful
movements, turning now and then to cast his watchful eye adown the pacific
thoroughfare, the officer, with his stalwart form' and slight swagger’ ., made a fine picture
of a guardian of the peace. The vicinity was one that kept early hours. Now and then you
might see the lights of a cigar store or of an all-night lunch counter; but the majority of
the doors belonged to business places that had long since been closed.

When about midway of a certain block the policeman suddenly slowed his walk. In the
doorway of a darkened hardware store a man leaned, with an unlighted cigar in his mouth.
As the policeman walked up to him the man spoke up quickly.

“It’s all right, officer,” he said, reassuringly. “I’'m just waiting for a friend. It’s an

O



Chapter One
Plot

appointment made twenty years ago. Sounds a little funny to you, doesn’t it? Well, I'll
explain if you'd like to make certain it’s all straight’. About that long ago there used to be
a restaurant where this store stands— ‘Big Joe’ Brady’s restaurant. ”

“Until five years ago,” said the policeman. “It was torn down then.”

The man in the doorway struck a match and lit his cigar. The light showed a pale,
square-jawed face with keen eyes, and a little white scar near his right eyebrow. His scarf
pin was a large diamond, oddly set.

“Twenty years ago to-night,” said the man, “I dined here at ‘Big Joe’ Brady’s with
Jimmy Wells, my best chum, and the finest chap in the world. He and I were raised here
in New York, just like two brothers, together. I was eighteen and Jimmy was twenty.
The next morning I was to start for the West to make my fortune. You couldn’t have
dragged Jimmy out of New York; he thought it was the only place on earth. Well, we
agreed that night that we would meet here again exactly twenty years from that date and
time, no matter what our conditions might be or from what distance we might have to
come. We figured that in twenty years each of us ought to have our destiny worked out
and our fortunes made, whatever they were going to be.”

2y

“It sounds pretty interesting.” said the policeman. “Rather a long time between
meets, though, it seems to me. Haven't you heard from your friend since you left?”

“Well, yes, for a time we corresponded,” said the other. “But after a year or two
we lost track of each other. You see, the West is a pretty big proposition, and I kept
hustling around over it pretty lively. But I know Jimmy will meet me here if he’s alive,
for he always was the truest, staunchest old chap in the world. He'll never forget. I came
a thousand miles to stand in this door to-night, and it’s worth it if my old partner
turns up. ”

The waiting man pulled out a handsome watch, the lids of it set with small diamonds.

“Three minutes to ten,” he announced. “It was exactly ten o’clock when we parted
here at the restaurant door.”

“Did pretty well out West, didn’t you?” asked the policeman.

“You bet! I hope Jimmy has done half as well. He was a kind of plodder’, though,
good fellow as he was. I've had to compete with some of the sharpest wits going to get my
pile. A man gets in a groove in New York. It takes the West to put a razor-edge® on him. ”

The policeman twirled his club and took a step or two.

“I'll be on my way. Hope your friend comes around all right. Going to call time on
him sharp’ ?”

“] should say not!” said the other. “I'll give him half an hour at least. If Jimmy is
alive on earth he'll be here by that time. So long, officer.”

“Good-night, sir,” said the policeman, passing on along his beat, trying doors as he
went.

@
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There was now a fine, cold drizzle falling, and the wind had risen from its uncertain
puffs into a steady blow. The few foot passengers astir in that quarter hurried dismally
and silently along with coat collars turned high and pocketed hands. And in the door of the
hardware store the man who had come a thousand miles to fill an appointment, uncertain
almost to absurdity, with the friend of his youth, smoked his cigar and waited.

About twenty minutes he waited, and then a tall man in a long overcoat, with collar
turned up to his ears, hurried across from the opposite side of the street. He went directly
to the waiting man.

“Is that you, Bob?” he asked, doubtfully.

“Is that you, Jimmy Wells?” cried the man in the door.

“Bless my heart!” exclaimed the new arrival, grasping both the other’s hands with
his own. “It’s Bob, sure as fate. I was certain I'd find you here if you were still in
existence. Well, well, welll —Twenty years is a long time. The old restaurant’s gone,
Bob; I wish it had lasted. so we could have had another dinner there. How has the West
treated you, old man?”

“Bully; it has given me everything I asked it for. You've changed lots, Jimmy. I
never thought you were so tall by two or three inches.”

“Oh, I grew a bit after I was twenty.”

“Doing well in New York, Jimmy?”

“Moderately. I have a position in one of the city departments. Come on, Bob; we’ll
go around to a place I know of, and have a good long talk about old times. ”

The two men started up the street, arm in arm. The man from the West. his
egotism'” enlarged by success, was beginning to outline the history of his career. The
other, submerged in his overcoat, listened with interest.

At the corner stood a drug store, brilliant with electric lights. When they came into
this glare each of them turned simultaneously to gaze upon the other’s face.

The man from the West stopped suddenly and released his arm.

“You're not Jimmy Wells,” he snapped. “Twenty years is a long time, but not long
enough to change a man'’s nose from a Roman to a pug.”

“It sometimes changes a good man into a bad one,” said the tall man. “You've been
under arrest for ten minutes, ‘Silky” Bob. Chicago thinks you may have dropped over our
way and wires us she wants to have a chat with you. Going quietly, are you? That's
sensible. Now, before we go on to the station here’s a note I was asked to hand you. You
may read it here at the window. It’s from Patrolman Wells.”

The man from the West unfolded the little piece of paper handed him. His hand was
steady when he began to read, but it trembled a little by the time he had finished. The
note was rather short.

“Bob: I was at the appointed place on time. When you struck the match to light your

O
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cigar [ saw it was the face of the man wanted in Chicago. Somehow I couldn’t do it

myself, so I went around and got a plain clothes man to do the job. Jimmy.”

[ Notes I

@ G0 N g oA ok e b b

on the beat: & 1,

gusts of wind: — FERERXL.

club: 24 .

stalwart form. EHASEA:, SIEHEM .

swagger: KIERIEHE .

It's all straight: —¥IIFF], E% .

plodder: % 58 HEF A KIEHE A,

razor-edge: JRELTSHI JJE O, 0] RRIR fE 2 ok 3k .

Going to call time on him sharp?. i} [a] fth ¥ AR 8k 2 E 152

10. egotism: H 17,

Questions for Discussion

Ll S

5.

What are the writing techniques here? Please try to identify them in the story.
What is the plot of this text?

What are the possible themes of the story?

What happened during the twenty years? And take some details as example.
Analyze the images of Bob and Jimmy, and interpret your understanding of the

two characters.
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Story Two | Period Piece: The Case of Lord Cornphillip (1964)

About the Author

Evelyn Waugh (1903—1966) was an English writer of novels, biographies and travel

books. He was also a prolific journalist and reviewer of books. Waugh is recognized as one

of the great prose stylists of the English language in the 20" century. His most famous
works include the early satires Decline and Fall (1928) and A Handful of Dust (1934) ,

o



Approaching English Short Stories
YRR R/ UL T

the novel Brideshead Revisited (1945) and the Second World
War trilogy Sword of Honowr (1952—1961). The son of a
publisher, Waugh was educated at Lancing College and then at
Hertford College, Oxford, and briefly worked as a schoolmaster
before he became a full-time writer. He was a perceptive writer
who used the experiences and the wide range of people he
encountered in his works of fiction, generally to humorous effect.
Evelyn Waugh died after Mass on Easter Sunday, 1966, and left a

world impoverished of one of its great stylists, humorists,

provocateurs and characters. Though his faith and politics and temperament remain as out
of step with the norms of literary culture today as they were at the time of his death, he is
perennially in print and likely to survive as one of the giants of 20th-century English
literature and one of the greatest English stylists of any age.

Tips for Reading

The story is selected from Evelyn Waugh's The Complete Short Stories. Lady
Amelia was in her declining years and began to pick up novels to kill her time. She
employed Miss Myers to choose books and read stories to her. One afternoon, when they
finished a story, they had some discussion about the story, which reminded Lady Amelia
of the story of Lord Cornphillip with whom she was quite familiar in the old days. Then,
the heroine Lady Amelia becomes the narrator of another story., who recalled memories of
the past life and told stories concerning people from terrible homes. It is worth
mentioning that the story of Lord Cornphillip is a story within story, which is a literary
device in which one character within a narrative narrates. The inner stories are told
either simply to entertain or more usually to act as an example to the other characters. In
either case the story often has symbolic and psychological significance for the characters in
the outer story. There is often some parallel between the two stories, and the fiction of
the inner story is used to reveal the truth in the outer story. Through the story of Lord
Cornphillip, Lady Amelia shows Miss Myers what the life of the people from the terrible
homes is really like.

| The Story .

Lady Amelia had been educated in the belief that it was the height of impropriety to
read a novel in the morning. Now, in the twilight of her days', when she had singularly
little to occupy the two hours between her appearance downstairs at quarter past eleven,
hatted and fragrant with lavender water, and the announcement of luncheon, she adhered
rigidly to this principle. As soon as luncheon was over, however, and coffee had been
served in the drawing room; before the hot milk in his saucer had sufficiently cooled for

Lo



