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Introduction

The essence of the modern short story is its closeness to
recognisable everyday life. Even when it surprises us (as any
good story should) a story, even a supernatural one, should
not depart completely from realism. And yet it should always
be clear to us that what we are being offered is not fact
but fiction. This is so even when the narrator insists that
the story is true, for such assurances are not really meant to
deceive us but merely to help build up an atmosphere of
vividness and realism.

Some short stories are too densely packed with summar-
ised events. They are like compressed novels, trying to tell
whole life stories. But many modern short-story writers have
learnt to be much more selective. They often plunge straight
into the middle of a situation without any preliminary
explanation (see the openings of “The Catbird Seat”, “The
Barber’s Uncle” and “The Open Window” in this book), and
concentrate on some master-image (such as the living man
asleep at the bottom of an open grave in “Silas The Good™) or on
a single dramatic scene. Their stories thus have something in
common with either symbolic poems or one-act stage plays.

The best of these British and American Short Stories
demonstrate this closeness to reality and this wise selection of
scenes and events. Most of the stories are comedies, with one or
two sinister or tragic ones for contrast.

“Silas the Good”, by Herbert Ernest Bates (1905-1974), is
based on a simple but effective idea of contrast and reversal,
in which an angry, disapproving person is converted into a
friendly, sympathetic one. Perhaps the germ of the story was
a visual image: the paradoxical presence of a live man inside
a grave. Bates was no doubt familiar, ever since his North-
amptonshire boyhood, with the sight of cheerful gravediggers
at work deep in the rich earth of country churchyards. Or
perhaps his source of inspiration was a literary one: the scene
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of the comic gravediggers in the last act of Hamlet, in which
strong drink also plays a part. But for all his resemblance
to Shakespeare’s First Gravedigger, Silas is a typical H. E.
Bates character. He is free-and-easy and unconventional, and
enjoys the more basic pleasures of life to the full. The woman
in the story has a more severe attitude to life, but she is
obviously a little eccentric herself. Thus the change in her
behaviour is more believable than it would be if this were just
a bare little anecdote about an easygoing, pleasure-loving
person and a strict, disapproving one. Nevertheless the story
does resemble an oral anecdote, or joke, transformed by an
artist into something more subtle and poetic; and the appear-
ance of Silas’s nephew here and there as a narrator strengthens
this resemblance.

“The Catbird Seat”, by the American humorist James Thurber
(1894-1961), is rather similar to “Silas The Good”, with the
sexes reversed. It too places a free-and-easy personality in
conflict with a stricter one. In this case the extrovert Ulgine
Barrows is set against the dry, careful Mr Martin, who manages
to get rid of her. But the account of his scheming is much
more elaborate than anything in “Silas The Good”. Thurber’s
method is to build up a complicated “detective story” plot
within a comic situation, and then to allow that plot to collapse
and be replaced by a series of purely comic (but equally
ingenious) episodes. It would not really have been possible,
in a comic short story, to show Mr Martin successfully
committing a murder, but by describing in such detail his
preparations for one Thurber plays upon our sense of shock
at the incongruity of murder in a comedy, and of someone
like Martin becoming a murderer and using gangster-like
language, (“rubbing out” Mrs Barrows). The detailed de-
scription also builds up tension, which is released as soon
as Martin abandons his murder plan. The story thus moves
towards its climax in two stages. At the end of the first stage
the climax, to our relief, is replaced by an apparent anti-
climax when the expected murder does not happen. This second
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stage begins as soon as the first has ended, when the words “It
wouldn’t do” are soon followed by “an idea came to life”. During
his visit to Mrs Barrows’s flat Martin realises that by behaving
“impossibly” there, and then denying everything, he will be
able to make it seem that Mrs Barrows has gone mad. This
produces what, from his point of view, is a happy ending. The
final climax is Martin’s successful removal of Mrs Barrows
from her job.

In “Mabel”, William Somerset Maugham (1874-1965) takes
a suitably simple idea, treats it concisely, and succeeds in
keeping it alive. In length and subject, the story is very like an
orally-told joke or anecdote; and indeed Maugham does his
best, in this and in many of his other short stories, to pre-
serve this resemblance, partly by the use of a personal but
detached narrator and partly by using a simple style that
suggests spoken rather than written English. He once wrote
that his type of story could be told over the dinner table or in
a ship’s smoking room, and that it would hold the attention of
the listeners there.

The story of George and Mabel is based on a comic reversal
of roles. George is now a devoted husband, so happy with
Mabel for a wife that he feels it is only five minutes since they
were married. But Mabel is away and George is very lonely
without her. After this opening presentation of the situation
Maugham turns to the past, which is comically different. George,
we hear, was a very reluctant bridegroom, and fled all over
Asia in an attempt to escape from marrying Mabel. But Mabel
was a capable and determined woman, and pursued him
wherever he went until she finally caught and married him.
Near the end Maugham adds a rather subtle touch that
helps to raise the story above the anecdotal level: we learn
that not only George but also Mabel had had doubts about
marrying a person she had not seen for seven years. But
perhaps Mabel was not being entirely truthful with George
when she told him this.

“The Barber’s Uncle”, by the Armenian-American writer
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William Saroyan (1908-1981), is perhaps the most “modern”
story in the collection. Saroyan specialised in the kind of
short story in which very little happens, the kind that is
more like a rambling, reminiscent essay than a carefully
plotted story. It is typical of his deliberately casual artistry
that the most memorable part of “The Barber’s Uncle” is
probably not the sensational story of Misak and the tiger
but the boy’s visit to the eccentric barber that frames it. The
story begins with some humorous anecdotes illustrating the
boy’s need for a haircut, which are combined with a more
serious description of his feelings about life. All this introduces
the second main character, Aram the barber, a thoughtful,
unworldly man with whom the boy has much in common.
Misak, the unfortunate hero of the story told by the barber,
is another unworldly person, a man who is too innocent and
good to succeed or even to survive in this world. Each of
these three characters has an almost religious attitude of
openness to life, and all in their varying degrees are uncon-
ventional. The boy and the barber make more concessions to
the ordinary prudent rules of society than Misak does, and so
it is he that loses his life. But all three characters are linked
by a kind of similarity that helps to give unity to Saroyan’s
story.

David Herbert Lawrence (1885-1930) wrote “The Rocking-
Horse Winner” in 1926, as his contribution to a book of ghost
stories edited by his friend Lady Cynthia Asquith. The boy in
the story was partly modelled on a girl called Leonora Brooke,
who used to bet on horses through a servant when her parents
were away. Perhaps Lawrence had also seen some nervous
or unhappy child persistently bouncing and swinging its
surplus energy away on a favourite rocking-horse. Probably
he also had in mind another doomed, highly-strung boy of
literature, Paul Dombey in Dickens’s Dombey and Son, for the
dialogue about luck and money between Lawrence’s Paul and
his mother is strangely reminiscent of one about money be-
tween Paul Dombey and his father. “What is money?” Paul
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Dombey wants to know, “What can it do?” Mr Dombey answers
that it can do anything — almost. But Paul knows that money
could not keep his mother alive, and cannot make him strong
and well himself. He even suspects that money is a cruel thing.
Like Dickens’s novel, Lawrence’s ghost story is a satire on
bourgeois life, especially on the money-worship that he thought
bourgeois people guilty of. The family in the story are full
of pride in their social class, but both emotionally and materi-
ally there is falsehood and pretence. The mother does not
really love her husband or her children, and the parents
feel there is not enough money for the way of life they want
to lead. The children, and even the son’s rocking-horse and the
other toys get to know about the need for more money. The
boy Paul sets out to get more money by riding wildly on his
rocking-horse. As he rides he gets advance knowledge of the
winners of real horse races, and he makes a fortune by bet-
ting on these. He manages to give some of this money to his
mother but despite this ghostly voices in the house begin to
talk more urgently than ever of the need for more money.
One night Paul's mother finds him frantically riding his
rocking-horse instead of sleeping. After announcing the name
of the winner of the next race “in a powerful, strange voice”,
he collapses unconscious. As he lies on his deathbed, bets
are laid in accordance with this supernaturally acquired
information. He thus becomes richer than ever, and shortly
before he dies he boasts of his “luck”. The bitter dramatic
irony behind his words here (he is not really “lucky” in any real
sense) suggests a possible moral to the story: “Live simply, and
do not greedily seek money or social position, which are vain
and empty things.”

The criminal and humorist William Sydney Porter (1862-
1914) borrowed the name O. Henry from one of the guards at
his prison, the Ohio State Penitentiary. In his short stories
he liked to use an informal, conversational manner and neat
plots, sometimes with a twist at the end. In “Springtime” he
also amuses himself by playing with different possible ways of
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beginning a story. The central situation — the solitary typist
at work in her room, almost completely cut off from other
people — is vividly imagined, not without a touch of poetry and
pathos.

“The Open Window” by Hector Hugh Munro (1870-1916),
who used the pen name Saki, is a good example of the neatly
planned story with a (double) twist. Saki liked to write about
clever young liars, and the liar in this story shows herself to
be superior (in the childlike, amoral world of Saki’s fiction)
both to the timid, nervous Framton Nuttel and to her own
family. Just as “The Catbird Seat” is a kind of “anti-"detective
story (that is, a story that seems at first to be a complicated
crime story, or else a parody of one, but then turns out to be a
pure black comedy), Saki manages to create a miniature
ghost story within his little social comedy, before dismissing
it as merely one of the niece’s made-up stories. The effect
of this is to ridicule ghost stories in general and in particular
those weak-minded people, such as Framton Nuttel, who take
them seriously.

“The Income-Tax Man” by Mark Twain (Samue! Langhorne
Clemens, 1835-1910) is close to the subject matter and manner
of a humorous lecture. It is a lively mixture of fact and ex-
aggeration, on a theme that must appeal to every taxpaver, with
a satisfying reversal of fortune towards the end.

Although “The Upper Berth” by Francis Marion Crawford
(1854-1909) is a ghost story, it is firmly rooted in the facts of
everyday life, and the author recreates the experience of
crossing the Atlantic and the life of the ship’s passengers and
crew with a satisfying solidity. Like a Maugham story, this
one gains in realism from the smoking room manner of its
_introduction.

“My Bank Account” by Stephen Leacock (1869-1344) belongs
to the same genre as the Twain story, but it is even better, for
its exaggeration of typical, everyday anxieties, embarrassments
and mistakes only goes very slightly beyond what is true or
plausible.
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