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Mike Manson, Chair of the Judges.
Welcome to the 2nd Bristol Short Story Prize Anthology. Within this beautifully designed volume you will find tales of love, hate, jealousy, fear, murder, war, and a transvestite rabbi. It’s been another exciting year for the organisers of the Bristol Short Story Prize.
We received so many excellent stories. The Prize is now well established and is on its way to becoming an international showcase for this resurgent medium. We had entries from across the world and within this Anthology there are stories from writers based in Australia, Canada and the U.S., as well as the United Kingdom.
One of the objectives of the prize is to offer a launch pad for new writers. The Anthology is the main part of this process. To this end several of the writers included in last year’s anthology — Fran Landsman, Catherine Chanter, Miranda Lewis, Derek Sellen, and Joel Willans — have gone on to win further prizes. It’s now only a matter of time before more of their work adorns our bookshelves.
Judging the 1,700 entries and drawing up the final shortlist was a massive, and at times, heart wrenching task. Many stories only just missed inclusion. Our judges included a bookseller; a magazine editor; a radio producer; and a novelist and creative writing lecturer. The debate was animated and it has to be admitted that coming to a consensus was not always straightforward. But, as this volume will testify, we got there in the end.
So, what’s a good short story? Well, it may be short, but it’s a surprisingly difficult craft to master. While the judges were looking for something that was well written, judging the short story is a very individual thing. And rightly so. For me, the ideal short story has to drag me into its own world, make me laugh, make me cry, give me a few surprises along the way. The short story should be about something -even the most imaginative flight of fancy needs to connect with life. In the end I suppose I’m looking for a pearl of enlightenment, something that leaves me viewing the world in a new way. All that’s quite a lot to ask for in 3000 words!
This year we were overwhelmed with tales of nostalgia. Old age and death were themes that kept cropping up. We were very pleased to see flashes of originality in the format of some of the entries, and enjoyed reading the dual narratives, verse, graphic tales, newspaper clippings and other more adventurous styles.
My thanks to my fellow judges, Joe Spurgeon, Nik Kalinowski, Patricia Ferguson and Sara Davies, for their dedication to the task. Also to the competition coordinator, the visionary Joe Melia, who swept us along with his enthusiasm and commitment.
Thanks, once again, are also due to Christine Hill, Jonathan Ward and the final year students at University of the West of England — it was a joy to choose from so many wonderful cover designs. Congratulations to Sam Bevington whose design was chosen from such a brilliant range of submissions.
And finally, thanks to all those who sent us their stories and gave us an insight into their fictitious worlds, however weird and wonderful they were.

Sara Davies
Sara has been producing short stories, books, drama and poetry programmes for BBC Radio 4 for over 15 years. She has commissioned stories and scripts from some of the country’s leading writers. She’s also been delighted to find stories for broadcast by unknown and new writers. Before taking on this proper job she had an eccentric career as a freelance journalist, television presenter, copywriter, teacher and market stallholder.

Patricia Ferguson
Patricia has lived in Bristol for nearly twenty years, and has published five novels and a collection of short stories. Her first novel won the Somerset Maugham award, the David Higham award and the Betty Trask Prize; her last two were both long-listed for the Orange Prize. She currently teaches Creative Writing at Bristol University.

Nik Kalinowski
Nik recently co-wrote the literary reference guide the Bloomsbury Good Reading Guide: World Fiction. He is also fiction buyer for Waterstone’s in Bristol, and a published photographer. An avid reader, especially of foreign fiction and short stories, he has travelled widely to Australia, America, Thailand and most of Europe.

Mike Manson (Chair)
Author, psychogeographer, editor of the Bristol Review of Books and director of Past & Present Press. His novel Where’s My Money? is published by Tangent Books. He is Bristol Books and Publishers representative on the board of judges.

Joe Spurgeon
Current editor of Bristol and Bath’s Venue magazine, having worked previously as a freelance journalist, books editor and occasional scriptwriter across numerous dubious, slipshod and occasionally reputable publications, websites and anywhere else where someone provided a typewriter and a brief.

Elizabeth Jane is an Australian writer. When she isn’t writing, she works as a librarian, facilitates Balwyn Writers, acts as a junior fiction advisor for Avant Press, and blogs at: http://hannercymraes.blogspot.com. She also writes reviews for the Historical Novel Review and feature articles for Solander. In 2007, an early draft of her historical novel, Chrysalis, was short-listed for a HarperCollins Varuna manuscript development award. In 2008 it won a TAFE academic award. The manuscript is currently being re-worked in response to a structural edit and will be ready for submission in 2010.
I had known something was wrong all day. Not the ordinary, wartime, kind of wrong, something oily and sinister like the fumes over Llandarcy oil works. The whole earth had trembled during the night. This morning we had scrambled blinking from our air-raid shelter, to find the sky smudged and grey. As I stood in the hallway, my fingers fumbling with the ribbons in my hair, I heard Davis the Dairy tell Mam things were bad over by Swansea.
I sat with my face to the living room fire and let its heat scorch my cheeks. Cosy it was with the embers shifting in the hearth and my sister Audrey curled up in the chair opposite. I heard Mam bustling about in the scullery. Dad would be home soon. It was my turn to set the table. But I hadn’t started. I felt lazy all over, like a Guy Fawkes without straw, now that I knew Aunty Annie was safe.
The school day had been played out slowly. My mind was dull in Composition. My thoughts had wandered during Mental Arithmetic. Time and again, I had worried about Aunty Annie. Had she made it to the air-raid shelter on time? Was Mrs Thomas, her landlady alright? What about her house on Teilo Crescent, with its oak dresser and Swan-sea china plates, was it all smashed to the ground?
It wasn’t the first time Swansea had been bombed. I should have been used to it, but my second-hand concern had grown brand new since Aunty Annie married Sion Evans and went to live with him in Swansea.
Mam had made me toast, cut into soldiers. While she wasn’t looking, I dipped them in my milk. The butter made little yellow oil spills on the surface. I leaned over the mug and slurped noisily. As if from afar, I heard my sister Audrey chiding.
‘Stop slurping,’ she said, laying her book down. ‘And eat your toast properly.’
I took another loud sip and, still chewing the soggy toast, I grinned like an All-Hallows turnip.
‘Mam,’ Audrey yelled. ‘Linda’s annoying me.’
‘Never mind Linda,’ Mam called back. ‘Come and make your Dad’s tea.’
I heard my Mam’s voice sharp as she told Audrey to spread the butter thinly, followed by the flare of a match, the bang of the kettle, and the hiss of water being poured. Mam had a mood like a nettle on her this evening. It surprised me. Normally it was all lightness and laughter with us, once we knew Aunty Annie was safe. We would have jam on our toast and sugar in our tea. Then, for a few days, we would live as if the bombers might never come again.
But tonight things were different. There was something Mam wasn’t telling me. I had seen it in the tight smiles on the teachers’ faces, the whisper of older students in the school yard. It was something about Swansea.
On a clear day, when I stood on the sand hills above Aberafan Beach, it felt like I could reach across the bay and touch Swansea. There were only four miles between Aberafan Sands and Swansea Docks (I had heard Rhys Price tell my sister Audrey). It took all morning to get to there by bus, mind. The route wound in and out of villages like a maze in my puzzle book.
The Germans weren’t interested in Swansea Market or its bustling High Street. Dad said they wanted to damage the wharf and the chemical plant at Landore. For the same reason, only two nights ago, they had bombed Llandarcy oil works.
But sometimes the bombers missed their target. Then the bombs fell on the streets of the towns. That’s why the military had put sandbags around the buildings in Aberafan with barrage balloons and barbed wire along the seashore. They had taken the stack down from on top of the foel*, too, so the Germans wouldn’t find our docks and steelworks. Night after night, when the sirens wailed, we would run to the air-raid shelter at the bottom of our garden, and pray for the bombers to pass.
The click of the front door pulled me from my thoughts. I heard my father’s boots on the doorstep and felt the icy draft.
‘Close the curtains,’ he called out. ‘Blackout’s started.’
I scrambled to my feet.
‘They’ll not be coming tonight,’ Mam said, emerging from the scullery. ‘Llandarcy’s a beacon. ‘They’ll be back to finish off Swansea.’
‘Is it us that’s making the rules, now?’ he asked, brushing a kiss across her cheek.
Mam moved about the house closing the heavy curtains. I helped Dad shrug out of his coat and laid it on the back of the chair to dry. The grey wool felt cold and damp in my hands, as if he had brought the winter inside.
‘What’s a beacon?’ I asked, quietly.
My father turned slowly, his hand rising to the stubble on his chin. ‘Well bach*, you’ll know where Llandarcy is?’
‘Past Briton Ferry,’ I said. ‘On the way to Swansea.’
‘Clever girl,’ he smiled. ‘What else can you tell me?’
‘It’s burning. I heard Rhys Price tell our Audrey.’
‘Burning bright,’ he said, no longer smiling. ‘Like a crack in the curtains it is, see.’
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. All day I had heard the whispers, had seen the teachers’ anxious faces. I had smelled the thick black fumes coming from Llandarcy. But I had missed their message. I had thought, if only Aunty Annie were safe, my worries would be over. Now I knew they were just beginning.
After tea, Mam and Dad pulled their chairs up close to the fire. I sat at the living room table with my chin in my hands and stared blankly at my spelling list. Flickering firelight made patterns on the peony print wallpaper. Audrey’s pencil scraped softly as she made neat columns in her work book. Mam and Dad talked about Aunty Annie, their voices rising and falling like the soft spread of an owl’s tawny wings.
If only there was something we could do,’ Mam’s fingers plucked at the pleats in her skirt.
‘There’s nothing,’ Dad said, reaching out to squeeze her hand. ‘Just keep ourselves safe.’
‘I expect you’re right,’ Mam swallowed. ‘But it feels cowardly hiding underground while my sister might be dying.’
Mam’s words caught at the small dark fear lurking beneath my jersey and made my tummy twist. I didn’t want Aunty Annie to die. She had Mam’s eyes and her same soft way of talking. She bought me sweets, sometimes, and Beano comics. My eyes prickled at the thought of her hurt and bleeding. I slithered from my chair and crawled beneath the table to where it was dark and hidden.
When I was younger, Mam would spread a rug out under the table, and I would play there for hours. It was my secret place, a safe place. My world apart from all that was happening. But today as I crept into my hidey-hole, I knew there would be no escaping. There was only a narrow space, between the tablecloth and the floor, but it made a ring of light on the carpet. If I closed my eyes, momentarily, I might pretend not to see it. But when I opened them, just a crack, the light filtered in. I could see Audrey’s feet in her brown lace-up shoes and the scab on her knee. Bright it was, like a crack in the curtain, and all the while, like a chemist’s lamp, Llandarcy was burning.
The siren came at around half past eight, its long thin wail sounding high with fright. From beneath the table I saw Mam and Dad rise. I scrambled out from my hiding place. Mam held my coat out for me as Audrey came back from the hallway carrying our scarves and hats. Dad had our papers bundled and ready like he always did. I heard shouts, the sound of doors banging up and down the street, and all the while the siren howled right through me.
We didn’t go out through the back door. It was the first thing that puzzled me. Followed by the sight of Mam and Dad conferring, heads together, their voices like wind in the trees.
‘You stay with the girls,’ Mam said. ‘I’ll go by myself.’
‘It’s daft,’ Dad shook his head. ‘It won’t change anything.’
I didn’t understand the delay. Usually Mam and Dad were like coiled springs once the siren had sounded. After hours of waiting, movement brought relief. Bundled in our warmest clothes we would hurry down the path between rows of cauliflower and cabbage to the air-raid shelter at the bottom of our garden.
But tonight the front door-latch was lifted. Mam ushered us out onto the blackened street with a finger to her lips.
‘Hold Audrey’s hand,’ she said, as we headed towards Villiers Street.
I tripped along the dark streets, my breath coming in soft cotton-wool clouds as I struggled to keep up.
‘Where are we going?’ I asked, as we turned right and followed Ynys Street down towards the centre of town.
‘Never mind,’ Audrey said. ‘Just be quick.’
The night wore a blanket of silence now and, strangely, we weren’t the only ones on the street. There were others gliding along in the shadows with their heads down and collars turned up against the wind. Like market day it was, except the shops were dark and empty. Where were the wardens, I wondered, with their tin hats and their arm bands? We weren’t allowed out during an air-raid. Dad knew that. His face was stern beneath his cloth cap. But Mam didn’t look at him. She had her eyes fixed straight ahead.
We slipped down the High Street, turning left at Mayfield’s Dairy, and carried on past the cemetery schools until we reached the tin-plate works. Then turning right we followed the curving road towards Sand-fields.
Beautiful Aberafan was in the moonlight, with ice glistening on the tarmac and soft snowfall draped on the window sills and eaves. It seemed to me a fairy world all fragile and glistening. It was hard to believe anyone could drop a bomb on such a night. Yet I could hear the Luftwaffe approaching like a swarm of bees.
We didn’t stay on the road, though it would have taken us all the way to the shore. Once we had passed the railway, we turned right and headed out across the sand hills, winding our way through hillocks and tufts of grass until we were overlooking the bay. Eerie it was, with the moon laying its silver tracks across the water and searchlights sweeping the sky. The wind came off the water in gusts, whipping my face. I closed my eyes, sniffing the salt spray, listening to the slush and boom of the sea.
We weren’t alone on the sand hills. Minute by minute, others straggled over to join us. The Burdocks arrived first, followed by the Jenkins and Jones families. Then it was Mrs Prosser who hadn’t spoken to Mrs Jones since their falling out at the Red Cross auxiliary. Ben Aaron arrived next (he always walked with a limp); followed by Glynis Owen, with her new baby bundled up against the wind.
After that it was like the Whitsun procession on Aberafan High Street. There were the O’Leary’s, from St Josephs, who had so many children Mam had stopped counting; and Boyo Howells, the butcher’s boy, who always pulled faces at me. Old Mrs Lewis was there, too. Never mind that she was poorly. Even Sam the Dogs was there, though no one really liked him. Alone and in groups, people kept coming until, it seemed to me, the whole village was there on the sand, all watching and waiting.
The humming grew steadily louder as the sky filled with bombers. Like a flock of steel birds, they were, all flying in formation. Suddenly flares lit the night sky and hung there like lanterns. Then fire began to rain down on Swansea. From across the water, I heard the sound of distant fire-engines and the rattle of anti-aircraft guns.
The heavy bombs came next, in salvos of six. Their high-pitched whistle seemed to fill the night, jeering at us, as we stood huddled on the beach. I don’t know how long we stood there, hours it seemed, with the night so bright I could have read my spelling list.
I saw the town, a paper cut-out against the horizon and the cranes on the docks like fingers reaching up into the heavens. But the bombs weren’t hitting the docks. I could see that quite clearly. From St Thomas to Brynmill the suburbs were being bombarded. Beyond the town centre, where Aunty Annie and Sion Evans lived, there was a mighty roar, followed by spreading tongues of fire, like on Pentecost morning.
Beside me, I heard Dad trying to comfort Mam.
‘She’ll be alright,’ he said, over and over. ‘It’s safe underground.’
Mam didn’t believe him. Her face was pressed up hard against his chest, her shoulders shaking. As Audrey’s hand found mine in the dark, I realised she too was crying.
Funny it is, while standing amid such sorrow, that you can detect a hint of change. Like the first shoot of daffodil poking through the winter’s soil. One minute there’s nothing and then, suddenly, a green tip breaks the earth, unbidden, while you are still warding off the season’s chill. That’s how it was with me, or so it seemed. For a long time there was nothing but fire and explosions, long low shrills and the sound of people sobbing. Then from behind me, all soft and unimposing, came the pitch of a man’s voice. I turned, trying to catch its echo, and saw it came from the mouth of old Dai Hopkins.
My Dad told me, when Dai Hopkins was a young man it would bring tears to your eyes to hear him sing. He wasn’t young anymore. His voice was spidery thin. But he still knew how to pitch a note. He stood with his eyes closed and his hair all silver in the moonlight, and began to raise the singing.
Mae hen wlad fy nhadau yn annwyl i mi,
The old land of my fathers is so dear to me...
Like a pointer dog I was, with the hair on the back of my neck rising and the breath catching in my throat and my eyes prickling.
Gwlad beirdd a chantorion, enwogion o fri,
Land of poets and singers, famous men of renown...
His voice wasn’t loud. Old Dai Hopkins was too frail to sing forcefully. But as he sang, one by one, others began to join him.
Ei gwrol ryfelwyr, gwladgarwyr tra mâd,
Her brave warriors, very splendid patriots...
Powerful it was, like the Severn Bore, a great tidal wave rolling and swelling against the river’s course. Men raised their heads and squared their shoulders. Women stood with flushed cheeks, their eyes strangely defiant. Their babies hushed, no longer crying.
I turned and, out of the corner of my eye, saw Mrs Prosser nod stiffly to Mrs Jones. I heard Ben Aaron and Patrick O’Leary singing harmonies with the vicar from St Agnes. Then, like a seam of coal riven from its mountain fastness, I heard Dad’s voice ring out.
Dros ryddid collasant eu gwaed,
For freedom shed their blood...
My breath came in hard, chest aching gulps as I sought Mam’s arms. She turned, blinded by Swansea’s smoke, and reached out to gather me. Her embrace was lavender and talcum powder, amid those choking fumes. Her voice was her own, yet so much like Aunty Annie’s. Her singing low and tremulous, as her work-roughened hand stroked my cheek.
And in that moment, as I stood in the shadow of those grim fireworks, with the sea before me, and the mountains behind, and the people of my village singing, it seemed that old Dai Hopkins was a harpist and we his harp strings — all vibrant and lovely and quivering. Then I too raised my voice and sang for Aunty Annie and Sion Evans, and the many others who died that night in Swansea.
__________
* Mountain
* Little one

Mary Teague was born and reared in Coleraine, Co Derry, and attended university in Dublin. She taught in America and Saudi Arabia before settling in Surrey with her husband and three children, all now at university. She has been writing short stories for a few years. All are in a drawer at home. This is the first writing competition she has entered.
We inherited Michael from our old neighbour, Meneer Botha who passed away in his sleep, when I was about six years old. Michael had the good grace to accept whatever life dealt him. He moved into the kaya behind the garage already occupied by the houseboy, and set about reclaiming our two acres of overgrown garden. For several back-breaking weeks he cleared deadwood, cut back hedges and dug out spindly shrubs, his body glistening in the beating sun. Mother would carry cups of water to him and when Michael saw her coming he would straighten his back, bow his thanks and bestow a broad smile that she returned with ease. From the beginning I knew that he adored her, as the other servants did, with her English prettiness and her kind manner.
Michael was keen to involve mother in the planning of the garden. Would she like this here or that there? How about a row of such and such against the wall or something else under that tree? His English was halting at first, but mother would gently correct his errors and feed him words of her own and he gradually grew more confident. He would describe the whims and manners of the plants as if they were carefree girls that he’d known all his life, which made mother laugh; how some blossomed quietly in the shade while others liked exposure to the full sun; how some needed protection from the cold frosts of winter, while others were hardy and dared the ravages of the worst weather; some would mature with an understated glow of modest blooms while others would be a riot of showy colour. I would sit on my swing watching mother and Michael drink rooibos tea as they pored over catalogues of plants. Bougainvillea for the north walls, oleander in proud single beds, protea and strelitzia in a sheltered spot; these were names she had never heard in the gardens of Shropshire. It wasn’t long before tall flaming cannas and red hot pokers bloomed in early splendour, while gentle poinsettias and hibiscus took root to await their turn.
Our little garden of Eden had its first taste of the fall when my father discovered one day the purchasing receipts for the plants. Did she really think he was made of money, his heavy accent boomed? She was sorry, she said, whatever did he mean? All that money for a bit of colour in the garden, he shouted, was she intending to bankrupt him or what? She had no idea they couldn’t afford a few plants, she said, but of course she would be more careful in future. My mother meant it too; she wasn’t given to sarcasm, however disappointed she may have been in her marriage. She was a slim and attractive twenty year old when her family arrived in South Africa ten years before. They had left the depression in England for her father and brothers to find work in the diamond mines of the high Velt, and were not long in the country before my father, an Afrikaner but with enough English and enough connections to believe he had a promising future in local government, came courting her. They married and settled in Bloemfontein, some distance from her family, and though he earned well enough to afford our beautiful old house with its sprawling garden, his professional elevation was neither rapid nor assured. He became increasingly frustrated when thrusting young men fresh off the boat from England were promoted ahead of him, and he seemed to blame my mother for all that was not right in his life. And now she was merely confirming her delinquency by spending his hard-earned money on the garden!
Michael took to visiting other gardeners in the neighbourhood and brought back cuttings and seeds. Outside the kitchen door he planted a bed of scented rosemary, purple-leafed sage, French lavender and Moroccan mint which grew exuberantly in a short time. White and purple cabbages, lettuce of all shades from yellow to ruby red, and courgettes surrounded by pompom chives, were tended with a lover’s devotion as he prepared the rest of the garden. He built frames for beans and sweet-peas, a trellis for tomatoes and a pergola for vines. Creeping thyme and parsley, lemon grass and basil, all flourished and filled the air with sweetness. Each Saturday Michael would pick herbs and vegetables and tie them in colourful bunches to present to mother at the kitchen door, for all the world like a suitor. And mother would receive them gracious and smiling, for all the world like a woman in love.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/9775 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!