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I’d like to give some feedback, particularly as so often I find stories are going along wonderfully and then a series of things just catapults it – and it sags and sinks.  This seems a great shame, and there are several things that can contribute to this at different times, so I thought it might be worth giving my thoughts on that.

Firstly though, it has to be said that there were a bunch of stories in the running for these awards.  It was interesting to see how many seemed to bunch around the same level; they managed the telling of an interesting story, had solid voices, sound characters, at times inventive language, at times a quirky tone, but had a real sense of shape.  So many ingredients were in place in at least a third of the stories I saw.
However.  There were recurrent elements of the huge majority of the stories which made me think oh no, not quite.  Here are some of them.
A neat ending.  This was much more prevalent than I have seen in the past.  Many, many stories were ‘wrapped up’; loose ends tied, mysteries explained, and difficulties resolved.  I think that this may feel like it’s all going well, because it feels so neat… but more often than not, a neat ending reduces a story’s potential.  It puts a label on it, distances it from the reader’s own imagination and interpretation.  And strangely, it has the effect of making the whole preceding story kind of meaningless: a bit like well gee if you knew everything was going to work out, or why everything happened in the first place – why write or read the story at all?  Neat endings feel imposed, and rob stories of depth
A twist in the ending.  I’ll admit that a ‘twist’ is a pet peeve of mine: I’d rather not read a story at all than encounter a twist at the end.  This is mostly because again it reduces the possibility of interpretation.  It’s usually the writer saying you think you know what’s going on reader, but you don’t..  I do!’.  And the reader throws up his or her hands, feels excluded and like any investment in the story was wasted.  There were lots of stories this year with surprises at the end.  Again, this can feel quite productive to do as a writer – after all, life is surprising – but if the surprise explains or clarifies, and is along the lines of ‘all is revealed, it shows real weakness in the writing.  And that’s because the best stories plant and harvest within themselves.  They excavate, explore, delve, question, feel what the writer puts there throughout the story in order to arrive at an ending: the best stories resolve without solving, pause without a drum roll, and don’t resort to bringing in the cavalry in order to end with a bang.  Endings are incredibly difficult to get right, and I’m not very good at advising about them, but I would say in the short story, endings almost always come from within the frame of the story – something in the narrative, the language, the character, or a combination of all three.  You need to feel your way to an ending from the inside, not pull back and see what a story needs to be ‘right’ in some logical sense.  Above all, endings aren’t really the end of course.  The best stories feel like in some way they are going on forever.
Finally, something about a really basic thing that I kept sort of hanging my head about: telling rather than showing.  This occurred over and over in otherwise really good writing – stories that had great shape, good characters, good dialogue, good central ideas… and then arrggh.  We were told what a character was feeling or thinking, and the reasons for it,  This urge to tell rather than show almost always stems from the desire to make sure you get your point across.  My advice is trust the reader!  Use imagery, gesture, tone, to do this.  Stopping and letting us know who’s feeling what and why disturbs the suspension of disbelief…  This happened often.
Okay, onto the stories that did NONE of these things! I chose three place winners this year and one honourable mention.
Results

First the Honourable Mention.  I fear there is no reward but in heaven for this person, but I want to highlight this story for a number of reasons.  First, it had the most interesting tone of ANY of the stories I read for this competition.  Dry, funny, a little spooky, unsettling.  Second, its use of language was very fresh, unusual – visceral, primal, and again, unsettling.  I didn’t feel I could give the story a place in the line-up because, ultimately, I couldn’t find the centre of the story, its ‘concern’, but there was much about it I admired.  This story is The Love-Light of Granny Bones by Peter Mangan.

In Third Place: I enjoyed this story hugely for its use of the sustained second person, its tight shape, and grasp of the ambivalent, complicated nature of relationships. The characters are cracking, and it means business.  For ‘Fault and Fracture’, Oliver Batt. 
In Second Place: This story was extremely evocative.  Delicate, simply told, it shows a day in the life of a boy whose parents have split up – a day transformed by snow.  Beautifully written and paced, this story is an example of how simplicity and clear economical language is a million miles from simplistic.  This story is Snow in April by Tracy Kelly. 
First Place: ‘The Brink’, by Gary Studley.  As so often is the case in judging competitions, this is the one story out of the whole lot which stayed with me.  The language is rich, inventive, evocative, romantic, sharp and intensely moving.  Endlessly poignant, the piece verges on but never crosses into nostalgia.  Instead, it positively sings about youth and life.  It indulges in description, scarcely moving from one place, and charts the minute shifts in dynamic, and air between the unnamed characters.  It is a tour de force in so many ways, yet so moving, subtle and tender.  There is no ‘holding forth’ here.  Gary: well done!  
