Cold salt water

He comes in with his shirt splattered with bloowid & say, ‘Honest to God, Kieran.’

‘Don’t fuss, Mum,’ he says like it's nothing to vkaih the house with your nose spread
across your face.

‘What in Jesus’ name happened?’ No answer. ‘Whe&weu with?’

‘John and Chris.’

‘And are they hurt too?’

‘Leave it, Mum.’

| put my hand up to his face, but he dips fromitis a rough old place, that dancehall.
Tiffany’s was it?’

‘It's a disco, Mum, not a dancehall.’

And then his father’s in the doorway, and | sayjlfWbu look at the state of Kieran?’

But he’s three sheets to the wind himself, so tidam off to bed.

Well, I try to whip the shirt off the boy, but hellds it close around him. So | get a
bucket ready: cold water with a good dash of &atime on now, Kieran,’ | say, ‘Let’'s have
that shirt.” It's one of his good ones, a Ben ShainHe unbuttons it. There are bruises like
footprints on his chest.

‘Did you get a look at them? Could you describerthie the police?’

‘Please, Mum. It doesn’t matter.’

‘You've bruises all over!’

He flinches as | touch him. | can see that he'mgyo hold on to the tears. | know the
wobble in that lip, like when his father used tth kém that boys don’t cry, so he’d sniff the
snot back up into his nose, and pretend he wagghtl But a mother knows. But a mother
only knows by rummaging in his chest of drawersmwhe’s out, through the piles of pennies
and silver in the top drawer from his turned outi®is. | go in there when I'm short of
money for the milkman, or need a 50p when the etésigone. He doesn't like the rattle of
the coins in his pockets, and how they spoil the bf his trousers. So they pyramid higher in
the drawer, silver on copper, and slip like thel @o#he bunker as the drawer opens, heavier
each time | pull it out. And that's where | fourtdht thing once, from a packet of three as they
call it, and only the one left. | told him what Westland would say. He just laughed. Though

there have been times when I've thought, wouldr@thave been glad of one?



He’s been worse since he’s been working, actingli&'s man of the house. Home at
six, he slams the back door open against the kitdnesser — there’s a hole in the hardboard
now — then he shouts, ‘Where’s my dinner?’ Whemhs small, | could slap him across the
back of the legs, but now he stands above me.d teestand on a chair to look him in the
eye.

‘I'm off to bed,” Kieran says. | watch as he climie stairs, every step an effort.
Whether he sleeps or not, | don’t know, but | keaie next to his snoring father. Every time |
close my eyes, | can't stop seeing the footprintsny boy’s chest.

In the morning, he’s so stiff he can hardly raiseaem, so | knock at Mick Bennett's
house, and ask would he tell them at the factaay kieran won’t be in. Then | run Kieran a
hot bath to see would it ease him a little, and entaikn egg and bacon when he’s out and
dressed. Although it hurts to see him like th&d,nice, in a way, to have my boy to myself,
with Jack and the children off for the day.

I've the radio on in the kitchen, and the news tiaad come over, of the latest from the
IRA, a pub in Guildford, not ten miles up the roainow there’ll be hard stares when | ask
for the veg at the greengrocer, when | open my mtuspeak, as if it was me that laid that
bomb. ‘Are you ready to tell me?’ | say, as he wsifige yolk of his egg off the plate with a
half-bitten slice of fried bread. He holds up hisgnand | pour some more tea. ‘Shall we go
to the police?’ He half-drains the mug, then sland®wn on the table. The tea splashes up
the sides then settles again. ‘Or was it you ttaatesd it? | know your temper.’

The full story of the bombing comes on the radBwitch it off,” he says.

‘God knows why your father stands up for that lbsay, ‘it doesn’t do us any good,
those of us that have to live here.’ He staressaplate, his fingertips pressing into the edge
of the table. ‘Is that what the fight was over2aly.

‘It's nothing to do with me, what the Irish get tqy’ he says, ‘I ain’t Irish.’

| wipe my hands on a tea towel and turn to him.lyGavery ounce of blood that flows
through your veins.’

‘It don’t make me Irish.” He butters a slice of ack | can see how it's bothering him to
eat, with his top lip split. Part of me wants tapgshim, and the rest of me wants to cradle him.
| picture him lying on the ground as the heavy bdut his chest. And | think of how he’s
stopped going to the Tara club, how it's Tiffangis a Saturday night, out with his packet of

three: Durex, approved to British standards.



| go to the bucket where I'd steeped the shirtriigiat before. The water is pink, the
blood seeping into the crystals. | drain the buakiet the sink, rinse the shirt, then run more
cold water into the bucket, emptying the remairafehe packet of Saxo into it. | watch the

shirt sink, pushing it down so it's covered.
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Comments from adjudicator, Sarah Jackson:

I've given first place to ‘Cold Salt Water’ for its stunning rendering of voice. From the
first words, as a young man ‘comes in with his shirt splattered with blood’, the author of
this piece grabs us with economic and yet effective dialogue: "Honest to God, Kieran.”
Kieran's response to his mother captures the relationship aptly: “Don’t fuss, Mum,” he
says like it's nothing to walk in your house with you nose spread across your face.’
Depicting Anglo-Irish relations, this is a deceptively simple story, offering an account of
a family struggling to cope with identity and difference through the eyes of a mother.
The central image of a blood-stained shirt soaking in cold salt water haunts the story,
and as the narrator ‘push[es] it down so it's covered’, we're reminded of the ways in
which historical, cultural and domestic violence is often pushed down, again and again,
until it's covered. It's a quietly shocking story, beautifully written with a powerful voice,
and thoroughly deserves to win this competition.



