‘Save As’ Prose Competition 2009

Judge’s Report

The diversity of stories submitted to this competition was astonishing – ranging from bingo halls to quicksand, from devils to dogs. Taking into account all the differences in form and content, three stories in particular really stood out for me.
3rd Prize
Third prize goes to ‘The Russians Are Coming!’ for its lyrical evocation of war. Offering us a child’s account of the Russian invasion, the author of this story captures the young voice in delicate and moving ways. The setting is captured in its detail: the texture of Babička’s eiderdown, for instance, and the way Maminka mashes her hands together with anxiety. After the story finishes, the reader is left still hearing the distant clanking of the night-train in the icy air, and it is through such resonant images that the reader finally understands the horrors of this war for the protagonist, and the losses she will have to endure. 
2nd Prize
A very different story, I’ve awarded the second prize to a brave and ambitious piece – ‘Synaesthesia’. I thoroughly enjoyed the playful challenge of reading this narrative – a story where sounds cut through dreams, a man with green hair threatens the narrator’s conservative storytelling, and a blind woman sees a drumming band marching up and down her stairs. I was particularly interested in the nature of blindness and seeing in this story; it’s a piece that makes us reconsider what we actually ‘see’ on the page, questioning the very nature of stories and their telling.

1st Prize
And 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.

Thank you for asking me to judge these stories – it’s been both an honour and a pleasure. 

Sarah Jackson
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