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Short story, as a relevant branch of fiction has come to be recognized only in the middle of 19th Century. Though it existed in different forms in the past, as an art from it is some thing not very old. “It may be argued that the fore fathers of the short story however rude in some cases are myth, legend parable, fairy story, fable anecdote, exemplum, essay, character study, Marchen – not to mention the lai and fabliau and even the ballad”1 Chaucer’s ‘Canterbury Tales’ and Boccacio’s ‘Decameron’ may also claim to be included in this new art form called short story. 

The definition of short story has always been very elusive to the contemporary critics. Edgar Altan Poe while reviewing Hawthorn’s ‘Twice Told Tales’ gave some general “Serviceable precepts on the short story by which he meant a prose narrative requiring anything from on hour to one or two hours in its’ perusal; a short story that concentrates on a unique or single effect and one in which the totality of effect is the main objective.” 2 Poe’s definition may not hold ground today but it certainly gives some basis for useful discussion. But here we are evaluating a debutant short story writer, hence we shall concentrate on the matter and the narrative style of Stephen Gill. 

Stephen S. Gill who is of Indian origin and presently lives in Canada has to his credit a collection of 14 short stories entitled ‘Life’s Vagaries’. He has worked on W.B. Yeats’ Six Plays and also composed poems of significant worth. But in the present critical analysis we shall be examining his collection of short stories. In general, when we take up any short story writer we start comparing him with Chekhov, Tolstoy and Maupassant which is not proper. In the present case we are not comparing Stephen Gill with the above mentioned masters of the art of story telling.

A short story deals with situations and concentrates on a single effect. In Mr. Stephen Gill’s stories, men have been presented in different situations and they behave as a man of this world. They are not the ideal figures. They are the real men of flesh and blood. They have in them the virtues and shortcomings of a common man. Mr. Dewar in the Preface of the book also confirms the above contentions : 
“There are no traditional heroes or villains in his short stories; only real people reacting to the basic situations which are to be found in all corners of this global village.” 3
 
Daud Khan in “Pathan Soldier’, Sita in ‘What a Mistake’, Miss. Lete the Eritrean girl in ‘The younger Brother’, Rejean the artist in ‘Determination’ Tom Murphy in ‘Contemporary Poet’ are such protagonists who appear to be the inhabitants of the world in which we live. His protagonists are not like the ideal heroes of ‘Romayan’ or ‘Mahabharat’, they are the men and women of flesh and blood having human virtues and infirmities together. 


In most of his stories the protagonist is placed in a difficult situation and he has to behave according to his social class. His stories may be placed in to two categories – (1) Stories of situation, (2) stories of character. As the two categories denote - some stories hing on situations and some on characters for the desired effect. To be brief some stories are dramatic and some are character-centric. In some we find some suspense and we observe that narrator withholds some fact or information to be revealed at the end. Some stories end with surprising end. As we have mentioned earlier that we do not intend to compare Stephen Gill with the masters of the craft. But to determine his place, we may put him near Manohar Malgaonkar or Khushwant Singh. But the later mentioned Indian English writers are certainly a better craftsman than Mr. Gill. However Gill resembles to them in skill to some extent. 

The stories ‘Enigma’, ‘Another Trap’, ‘Two Votaries’ ‘Aunt Disappears’ and ‘Toys’ are the stories which are very dramatic in nature. While ‘Death of a Dream’, ‘Determination’, ‘Pathan Soldier’ and ‘What a Mistake’, ‘A Contemporary Poet’ are character-centric stories. Some of the stories are neither situation based nor character based. These are founded on fine human emotions touch the delicate chord of human  sensibility ‘London to Ottawa’ and ‘Death of a Dream’ are such stories. 

Some of the character sketches carved by Gill are worth remembering such as Daud Khan, Rajean, Miss. Lete and Mrs. Rock. Some are odd and complex characters such as Jack Kenneth, husband of Sita and Antonio. Though Gill characters are not in-depth studies. They appear real and convincing. Gill has succeeded in creating verisimilitude in his creations.

As discussed above that Gill has a knack for surprising his readers. This he has tried to accomplish through the technique of reversal. Aristotle calls it peripeteia. Robert L. Caserio in his work “Plot, Story and the Novel” discusses it in relation to Charles Dickens and Sir Walter Scott : 
“My answer is that at least as Dickens and his great predecessors Scott use reversal peripety’s representation of the instability of life incites the clearest and most persuasive reasoning and moralizing of experience”. 4  


Caserio also speaks of the significance of reversal for Aristotle :

When Aristotle speaks of reversal and recognition as the soul of the plot and as the mark of the superior dramatist, he is favouring the power of turning point to engage the audience.” 5

Stephen S. Gill has also used reversal as a literary tool and has used it at the turning point to engage the readers. This technique is visible in “Aunt Disappears’, ‘Enigma’, ‘Two Voteries’ and ‘A Pathan Soldier’. The presence of disappeared aunt at the house of an ex-convict Ted, telling of Mrs. Rock to Antonio in ‘Enigma’ “I forgot to tell you that I am divorced’ and arrival of Lily in ‘Another Trap’ are such master strokes which are the result of this technique. 


As far as the contents of Gill’s stories are concerned they come from the ordinary events of day-today life. The life which he observed at India, Ethopia, Canada and Bangladesh provide a backdrop to his short stories. Down to earth realism can be observed by the readers in Gill’s ‘Life’s Vagaries’. Language which he employs is simple and has a natural ease which goes straight to the mind and heart of the reader. As a short story writer Stephen Gill shows a promising talent but many more miles he will have to tread before becoming a master craftsman. 
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