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    Note from the 2014 Rhys Davies Award Judges:

    Deborah Kay Davies and Cynan Jones


    What makes a good short story? Cynan and I have discussed this question extensively. My experience is that whenever one attempts to contain the short story by a list of do’s and don’ts, it escapes and refuses to be held down. We are both agreed, however, that a great short story will stop you in your tracks. It will, variously, exhilarate you, destroy you, wise you up, calm you down, and always change you in some mysterious way. There has to be that final ‘click’ when everything falls into place. Or, to quote Rhys Davies, that ‘tiny, concentrated explosion’.


    This year’s competition stories have been a lively collection. Our remit was to pick first, second and third and six runners up from a shortlist of eighty stories filter judged by Gee Williams.


    We were looking for stories that showed ambition and felt authentic. Stories with instinct and with an understanding for what is relevant in a narrative. Writing that trusted the reader.


    Overall, we found the majority had strong autobiographical leanings. Nothing wrong with that; I trawl my life relentlessly for material, but sometimes the actual truth needs to be pushed by the writer away from what feels like a ruthless determination to tell what happened and on towards a story that takes flight. If the finished story surprises, firstly, the writer, then it will almost inevitably surprise the reader.


    The best stories here all shared in common the early establishing of a believable, engrossing voice, a recognisable human dilemma, freshly viewed, and a mysterious turn hidden away inside that gave the reader reason to revisit the narrative.


    One story did stand out however, immediately – and when we met to discuss our choices we’d both picked it as the out-and-out winner.


    ‘Catch of the Day’ (1st Prize) is that lovely, rare thing: a story that shouldn’t work with some wrong writing in it that works beautifully without a word out of place. It is a witty, loving, melancholy story. We are carried by the narrator through to the heart-breaking demise of his beloved, free-spirited wife Rosy, and its aftermath. The writing is controlled, the images poetic, the tone warm. And there is a wonderful surprise waiting at the end. No schmaltzy saccharine denouement for this writer, just the exhilarating shock of salt water and all the possibilities of a return to the ocean. This has a shape and tone that work in harmony, and an inevitability that is exactly right.


    When it came to choosing 2nd and 3rd placed stories and runners up, the sense the writer was in charge of their material was very important. Some stories were original and different, but not quite written well enough to work. Others were written competently, but there was no feeling of risk. The words were too stuck to the page. So! Trickier as it was to line up the remaining winners, this is how it played out.


    ‘Looking for Harlequin’ (2nd Prize) has at its heart an initially unlovable character. Elsie is an old homeless woman. Gradually we learn her stoic, loss-ridden story. Her body, completely covered with tattoos her manager had ‘peeled the scabs from’ over a long, exposing show-ground career, depicts an alternative, heroic version of her untold journey, and is her indelible testimony. She is a woman of few words, but what she does say is riveting and touching – a story about pictures that leaves pictures. Again, there is the satisfying click one waits to hear when this story ends. It indicates a storyteller who is in control of his or her material, and has the confidence to know when to bring it to a close.


    In ‘Because You Know Already’ (3rd Prize) a terminally bored mother and house-wife who perfects a well-rehearsed ‘Marilyn Monroe wiggle’ is brought to life with panache by the writer. Non-judgemental, funny and knowing, the narrator takes us through the stages of her affair with the sports-car-revving adulterer Jack. It is a journey towards the revelation of uncomfortable truths. We can understand both her irritation with Gary, her earth-bound little boy, and frustration with her cold, thin-lipped, controlling husband. An illicit day out is shot through with gloriousness. The excitement and release she experiences initially cause her mind to blaze. But finally, she has to make hard decisions. And we are with her through it all, willing her to break free, because the narrator skilfully makes this story humorous and fresh, full of human folly and hard-won wisdom.


    Runners up :


    ‘The White Feather’ is a harsh tale, played out against a wartime industrial background. The colours of the surrounding countryside are muted, the human behaviour passionate and buttoned-up. Very Welsh in its exploration of chapel morals and the repressive, controlling nature of village life, it is a powerful, unflinching story of a fight to the death between a man and wife, and about how little we really know those closest to us.


    ‘After a certain age you can either have good shoes or good feet’: There were a large number of stories dealing with bereavement this year, and this one introduced an element of the supernatural with effortless ease. The narrator is a down-to-earth man, still deeply in love with his deceased wife, who has a visitation. Beautifully written, elegiac, and sceptical, it eloquently explores the lengths to which the human heart will go to conjure up a lost loved one.


    ‘First Winter’, the narrator tells us, takes place in a village that no longer exists. There is an elemental, quasi-fairy-tale feel to this story. A young Welsh woman arrives to join her lover during the brief, golden summer in an idyllic Arctic village. Painted houses, strawberries, pines, sleepy horses; all is beautiful. Then the endless winter sets in, and the love affair that brought her unravels spectacularly. This is a sparky, ice-ridden story, told with relish and flair.


    ‘Fontanelle’ is understated and at first seemingly un-engaging. As if the writer is making the same measured, safe choices the journalist narrator of the story has made with their career (and, we get the impression, with most choices in their life). The somewhat humdrum frame makes the pictures it encloses sterile and unnerving as we learn more. In keeping the horror quiet, the story pushes itself slowly into your brain and it sticks.


    ‘Egypt’ was another of the stronger stories dealing with grief and loss. A deceptively off-hand story, it doesn’t descend into overt clichés or try to ache too hard. There’s a casual determination that puts the narrator beyond our judgement, whether we think the choice she makes is right or not. The writing is carefully balanced enough to persuade the reader they know exactly what’s going on, until they don’t.


    Likewise ‘The Magic of Beans’ turned beautifully – the title providing a short cut to the fairy tale unreality of post-loss, and the narrative approach setting up the reader for a well-handled twist that throws your sympathies and judgement in a very human way.


    Ultimately, perhaps, this human-ness was the key thing that ran through all the stories we picked. An idea of the strange, unlikely way people might really be, if you watch properly. That’s the story. We think Rhys Davies would have agreed with that.


    Notes on the Under-21 Prize

    Rachel Trezise


    Judging the new Under-21 category of The Rhys Davies Short Story Competition 2014 has been a gratifying experience for me, especially since I spent a significant part of 2013 delivering short story workshops to young people in the south Wales valleys as part of the Rhys Davies Education and Outreach Programme, part of the South Wales Literature Initiative, taking Rhys Davies’ work as an inspiration and starting point and engaging young people involved with RCT Young Carers, Valley Kids and Treorchy and Bridgend comprehensive schools in the practice of short story writing. Reading the Under-21 entries has brought my workshop experiences full circle as similar themes and concerns jump from the page as did around the tables in the workshops. In general young people seem to want to write about romantic relationships, dystopian worlds, life at university and climate change. The recurrent themes tend to be time and death. Having said that, however, many varied stories, subject matters, characters and eras crop up in the entries and it was an absolute delight to encounter quite a few well-crafted narratives evidently written by young people who’ve read a wide selection of short stories.


    Although the short story, like the novel, cannot be confined to any one rule, there are a few ingredients that are a must in order to engage a reader and they are: a hook in the first paragraph, or at the very least, the first page - some question or episode that’s compelling enough to draw us in and make us want to know more; a clear narrative arc that takes us from a beginning to a middle to an end; at least one, but preferably two or more characters who interact and in doing so demonstrate something of our nature as humans so that we can recognise ourselves; a setting, also, which we can recognise, even if we’ve never visited it; and finally a theme which will hopefully interlace all of these previous facets. Of course not all short stories contain all of these features. Some of the best stories ever written omit quite a few, but two or more of these elements, adequately executed, seemed like a trustworthy way to begin to filter the stories. Unfortunately this meant rooting out a lot of promising work written by younger entrants who certainly had something compelling to say but who hadn’t yet mastered the narrative tools to do it. Here, I had to be ruthless, reminding myself in his centenary year that Dylan Thomas was only twenty-four when he wrote the brilliantly-constructed stories in Portrait of the Artist as a Young Dog, and that Rhys Davies himself began publishing stories at the age of nineteen.


    In order to glean the very best five of the seventy entries I continued to apply this hook-plot-character-setting-theme rule and then re-read the five leading stories, the ‘shortlist’, a few times over, now looking for something else, something extra, to emerge. The something extra in this case was the literary voice. Again, literary voice is not an exact science; it’s difficult to determine voice in one short story and voice is always a matter of taste. What a judge can do, as someone who reads a lot of literature, is recognise an original voice, a voice which is saying something unusual, something most other voices are not saying, but even that is not enough to pick one winner and one runner-up from an extensive docket of strong work, so the time had come to pick the stories that said the most to me and my own tastes.


    The story I chose for runner-up, ‘Thomas Conquers the Wall’, is a heartening tale about the blossoming relationship between an injured soldier and an abandoned horse, set on the mountainside above a small village called Caerwen. It is skilfully plotted, sincere in voice and provides great insight into the frustrations of a once fit and self-reliant serviceman suddenly rendered civilian and disabled. The command of language is calm and assured throughout, computing this simple but unlikely affinity, and essentially, does not tip into sentimentality when the relationship reaches its pinnacle. Similarly, the application of language in the winning story, ‘Yellow Umbrella’, is powerful and mature, not least in the opening paragraph which sets out thoroughly the compelling question mentioned above. The story goes on to tell of Seymour’s quirky preoccupation with the dandelions growing in his back garden, a feat achieved with prose packed with uncluttered evocation and calculated rhythm. Both stories have something very imperative to say about human nature, something Rhys Davies would have undoubtedly approved.
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