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— David Vernon

Stringybark Stories published its first anthology in 2010. Fifteen years later this is our 46th collection of short stories and I am just as proud of this book as I was of our first. Containing thirty-seven short stories this book is a testament to the talent, creativity and persistence of those hardy writers who are brave enough to put up their work for scrutiny in a competition.

The short story form, often considered one of the most challenging of literary genres, demands precision, brevity, and an ability to capture the essence of a story or a character within a constrained word limit. Each story in this collection is a marvellous example of how writers can embrace these challenges and turn them into opportunities for artistic expression.

Writing a short story requires a considered balance between plot development and character depth, all while maintaining a engaging narrative. It’s a journey that tests the writers' skill and imagination, pushing them to explore new perspectives and innovative story-telling techniques. A well-crafted short story can leave a lasting impact, evoking emotions and thoughts that resonate long after the final word is read.

The thirty-seven stories showcased here are the winning and highly-commended stories chosen from the 205 entries in the Stringybark Open Themed Award 2025 sponsored by Australian authors, Ann Buist and Graeme Simsion, and local publisher, Stringybark Publishing.

On behalf of the thoughtful and skilled judges, Ruth Ellison, Daan Spijer, and Antoinette Merrillees, I hope you enjoy this delightful collection.

Happy reading!
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David Vernon

Judge and Editor

Stringybark Stories
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— S.K. Gold

It had been ten years since they’d last spoken and Jo still wasn’t sure if she should have accepted Alex’s invitation to “see the old place.” She eyed him warily as he dropped a rifle in the footwell behind the passenger seat, wedging it between scuffed Blundstones, empty cans and a chipped metal first aid kit. He nodded at a black and tan kelpie on the back seat, “That’s Ziggy.”

“Hey Ziggy. Good boy!” The dog licked Jo’s outstretched hand; wide toothy smile easing the butterflies in her stomach. “You got the safety on, right?”

“Course.” Alex grinned as he coaxed the battered Hilux four-wheel-drive ute to life. The smell of petrol mixed with the scent of old vinyl upholstery, dust and dog. He navigated the rutted track with routine ease, the feed hopper creaking behind. They crossed a stock grid to enter a series of paddocks. 

Jo watched the parched landscape slip by, stealing an occasional sideways glance. His face was thinner than she remembered; dark hair silvering at the temples; arms strong and burnished from years of work outdoors. “Sorry to hear about your mum and dad,” she said.

“Thanks.”

“What happened?”

“Ah, y’know. Married fifty-four years. Guess they couldn’t be apart.”

“Heard it was pretty sudden?”

“Yep. Dad fell off the ladder pruning his olive trees. Never woke up. Then Mum had a stroke. Died in hospital. Sometimes it’s like that, hey?”

“That’s terrible. I’m so sorry. I really liked your parents.” She nearly patted his hand.

“Yep. They’re together now. Ashes under the olive trees. Dad and his bloody olive trees!” He stared straight ahead, jaw clenching. “How about yourself?”

“Restructuring!” Jo puffed her cheeks, blowing the air out slowly in frustration. “Who knows if I’ll have a job next month? Love the work, but the politics...” She shook her head.

“You could come back. You’d get work easy with your background.”

“Yeah. Maybe... I’ll get that.” She jumped out, wrestled open the gate to the next paddock, closing it as he rolled through. They drove across the dry ground in companionable silence, yellow-brown dust pluming behind.

“Wanna drive?" he asked. “Take old faithful for a spin?”

“Oh! Been a while! Sure you can trust me?” She giggled.

“Course.” He stopped the ute, turning, eyes meeting hers, one hand on the steering wheel, one arm across the seat back. She was aware of his fingertips almost touching her shoulder. 

“The girls are in the far paddock. Up the hill,” he said.

“Oh, okay.” Jo smiled as they got out and swapped seats. She loved the old ute: the familiar spring of the gear stick, the resist-release of the clutch, the power under her feet. Alex got the next gate. She admired the broad sweep of his shoulders, the curve of muscle under his shirt. 

The sun was a blazing orb in a bleached sky when they reached the paddock. A mob of sheep surged towards the vehicle: expectant eyes, dirty woolly coats. Alex reached between the seats; flicked a switch to open the feed hopper. Jo drove an arcing trail of grain across the stubbled grass for the hungry ewes. 

“It’s like ya never left, Jo.” Alex switched off the hopper, eyes searching the fence line. Opening the door, he grabbed the rifle. “Stay, Ziggy. Back in a minute.” He strode off, disappearing behind a fenced-off patch of branching peppermint gums. Dogwoods and wattles drooped in the slanting shade below. 

She turned off the engine and got out, opening the doors to let the air through; stretched the tension from her shoulders. Sweat stuck her shirt to her back. She guzzled from her water flask, letting the liquid spill down her neck; squatted in the narrow shade of the ute. The ground was hard, the flies persistent. It was quiet but for the low calls of the sheep and the whistle of a slight breeze.

Alex re-appeared, silhouetted in the glare and the wavering heat haze, rifle slung over his shoulder. With his lean, athletic frame and wide-brimmed hat, he looked like a cowboy. He’d once told her he’d never leave the farm, the land. He belonged to it, through the good and the bad.

“It’s beautiful here, Alex. You’re lucky your parents never subdivided.” She offered her flask. He drank deeply; leant into the ute, splashed some in a bowl for Ziggy. 

“Ta. Yep, she’s a beauty alright. And after it rains? Remember? Grass higher than your knees? And the birds! Here...” He shoved a bunch of gum leaves in her hand. She crushed them, inhaling the evocative scent. She’d forgotten how much she missed this smell, this quiet expanse of earth and huge sky. 

“It’ll rain again. It has to. You’ll be right.” She caught his eyes. There were dark smudges below. He held her gaze, a shadow passing over his face. He seemed about to say something. 

The mood broke and he looked away. “Better get going. Gotta check the dam. You still right to drive?” 

The ute bumped and rattled through the dust and heat. He stared out the window. She tried to talk to him but he seemed wrapped up in himself, grunting in response. She gave up. There was a hard set to his jaw that aged him. He aimed the rifle out the window, squinted through the sight, made spaghetti-western gunshot noises. 

“Hey Alex, you’re making me nervous,” she said, finally, laughing to soften her remark.

“Come on! Just having fun! Big smoke made ya soft, hey?”

“Go on, give it a rest. Please?”

He shrugged, lowering the rifle. The growl of the engine filled the space between them. After a while, he said, “I’ve got plans, y’know. For the place.”

“That’s great.”

“Yep. Gotta truck in water next. Another bloody bill! Gonna diversify. Y’know they’ll pay you to put in a wind turbine? And there’s farm stays.”

“Farm stays? Great.”

"Yep. Gonna look into it.” He shouldered the rifle again, squinting through the sight. “Gotta think big!”

“Want any help? I know some people you could talk to. Maybe do a plan?”

“Yep. Maybe.” He stared straight ahead, cradling the rifle, buried in his thoughts again.

In the distance, a mob of kangaroos clustered around the dam: a dwindling pool of water ringed by cracking mud. There were two groups of around forty. As the ute drew closer, they raised their heads, muzzles flecked with precious moisture. A few hopped slowly away. 

“Bloody things!” he shouted. “Drinking the water. Eating the feed! They did it to Dad. They do it to me! Every! Bloody! Day!” The veins in his neck stood out like ropes. 

“They’re trying to live, too. You know that.”

“Ya think so, Josephine? Ya don’t know nothin’!” Alex launched from the cab, feet hitting the ground with the ute still moving.

“My friends call me Jo!” She slammed on the brakes. 

“Clear off ya bastards!” he roared. He pounded after the scattering mob, gun in one hand, hat in the other. Ziggy jumped out the open window, running after him.

“Alex! Ziggy! Wait!” They disappeared over the rise. She turned off the engine; sat helpless in the echoing silence. Well, that was a stupid thing to say, girl! I’ve never seen him like this. So much pain. What do I do now?

She jumped as the crack of a gunshot pierced the air. Howling screams. The back of her neck prickled. She checked the first aid kit. Well-stocked. Small sigh of relief. Ran.

Jo crested the hill. Alex was hunched on the ground. The rifle glinted nearby. The roos kept their distance. Watching. Grey ears twitching. 

He glanced up as she reached him, blinking back tears. “Thought I’d killed him!” He cradled Ziggy in his lap. Ziggy licked Alex’s face, looking worried, like he was wondering what all the fuss was about.

She crouched down. “He’s ok, though?” The kelpie lay comfortably, tail thumping.

“Yep. Bloody clumsy. Tripped. Blasted gun went off. Could’ve killed him...” His voice strangled in his throat. He sat, jaw clenching. “I’m bloody stupid, eh?”

“You almost gave me a heart attack.” She rubbed a hand across her eyes. “But I understand.” She wanted to hold him, to put everything right.

“Yep. Sorry. I thought... You know... I thought I could...” His voice cracked. "It takes it out of you.”

She couldn’t stand the distance between them anymore. She put her arms around him, hugging him fiercely. 

He held her gently, as if she were something precious. “Will you come back?” he whispered.

She’d been waiting to hear him say that for years. She nodded. “For you. For you, I’ll give it a go.”

He was holding her tightly now. The sun was too bright. She closed her eyes, relaxing into him. His skin smelled nice. She felt as if she could stay there forever.

––––––––
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S.K. Gold has loved writing her whole life. Her stories are inspired by Australia’s people, places, plants and animals and the relationships between them. She lives in Melbourne (Naarm) with her partner, two crazy indoor cats and some fruit trees that mainly feed the local wildlife. 
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—  Pauline Cleary



I knew in my bones this plane was going to be late. It should have left an hour ago. We’ll be late into Darwin. 

There is something soul-destroying about sitting in a crowded departure lounge. People jammed together on those orange seats, legs sweaty, sticking to the vinyl. Blank faces. Fed-up kids. 

Waiting can do funny things to your head. I should never have watched that documentary about safety issues on planes. I did not need to know that the most common cause of plane crashes is pilot error or that most crashes occur during the day. 

Who knew that that the middle seats in the last row of a plane are considered the safest? Obviously, more people than me as all those seats were taken when I tried to book.

Finally, the go-ahead to board. I join the queue, edging along my cabin-sized case. Up the ramp and on to the plane. Along the aisle, I trundle, peering at seat numbers. I swear they’re making them smaller each year. This is me – an aisle seat. Is the aisle safer than a window seat? The program didn’t mention it.

The woman next to me is scuffling away in her bag, head down. “Mint?” She offers a bag.

I shake my head.

Her eyes dart around the aircraft. ‘Look at that!’ She points to a stout man straining to shove an over-sized bag in the luggage compartment above. “You can’t tell me that passed the cabin size test. That’s what brings aircraft down. Overloaded you know.” She bends in closer. “Did you read about that plane that got shot down in the European air space?”

I point to the front. The cabin crew are beginning the safety demonstration. She stops. Thank God.

If I keep my eyes closed, she won’t talk to me and I can focus on breathing. In for four; hold for four; out for four; hold for four. Box Breathing my therapist calls it. I have never been able to actually visualise the box. It has always bothered me.

The smell. It’s the faint citrusy whiff of air freshener. Why do we need air freshener? 

I ignore the safety demonstration and close my eyes. The less I think about potential problems, the better I will be.

A loud whirring, bone-rattling vibration, and we are off, tearing along the runway. My stomach drops away and we start to climb. Higher, higher. We are up. I hear the steady hum of the engine. Buzz of voices and the click of seat belts released. I take a deep breath. Just settle back and relax. The noises blur and I hover somewhere between sleep and wakefulness.

A sensation penetrates my dream-like state. It’s like a muted hammer blow, once, twice. What was that? Did the plane just drop? A hand is at my shoulder. Fingers tapping. My eyes shoot open.

The attendant bends over me. “Madam, excuse me. Could you put on your seat belt please? We’re encountering a bit of turbulence.”

I’m up in a flash, scrabbling at my seatbelt. The woman beside me makes a I-told-you-so face.

A thumping sound begins, driving, persistent. Then the rocking. It feels as if we are hurtling, along a bumpy road. The woman beside me sits bolt upright, eyes wide. I can hear her breathing, loud, fast. I peer around my seat. The attendants are up front, in a huddle. 

The loudspeaker. “This is your captain speaking. We are sorting out some issues up here. No need for alarm. In the meantime, please keep your safety belt fastened.”

Issues? What issues? When does a captain refer to issues up here? 

Bump, bump, thud. Then, a violent shaking. What is happening?

I glance across. The woman next to me is breathing into a paper bag. Hands grip my seat from behind. 

“What’s going on? Are we about to crash?” A gaggle of voices. Panic cuts across the cabin.

There is a man in the aisle. He’s shuffling from seat to seat, peering out windows. “Help, help!” His voice is hoarse, strained. He sways along the aisle. He’s about fifty, longish hair. Jeans and chambray shirt. He turns, hands clutching at seats on either side, eyes staring, mouth slack. He reaches my seat and my mouth drops open.

I know him.

University days. Stefan. One of the cool kids. Blue-eyed, ready smile. Evenings at the pub. At one of these nights, he invited me to his aunt’s shack. A country kid new to city life, I was flattered and I was free. 

We got there late. The sun was a pink haze, settling across the ocean as we climbed the steps to the front door. I looked down at the beach below, the cliffs climbing toward us, the sunset. “Wow!” I said.

He seemed happy with that response because he sat our bags down and moved towards me, enclosing me in his arms. He smelt minty, his cheek smooth and soft. I closed my eyes and let him run his fingers down my face, across my chin. Our lips touched and moved against each other. My heart was beating faster and faster. 

A breeze blew up from the ocean; mingled scent of sand and salt in my nostrils; muffled chords of a guitar playing somewhere on the beach. He released me and unlocked the door, turning to smile down at me. I melted into those blue eyes. 

Same eyes. The face has changed, lined, older but the same eyes.

He is lurching around, buffeted by the shaking of the plane. He stares at me, a glazed look, unfocused.

“Sir.” The attendant is at his shoulder, guiding him back to his seat. 

The juddering is getting worse. A violent quaking. The door to an overhead-locker springs open. Bags spill out, land, with a thud, on the floor.

A baby sets up a mournful cry.

People are openly frightened. The attendants wobble up the aisle, trying to reassure them, faces taut.

I fall into my breathing routine. Now my fears are being realised, I am surprisingly calm.

Stefan, four seats ahead, has set up a sort of keening. He is bent forward, head on knees but the high-pitched wailing surges above him, settling over the cabin like a haze. 

I click open my seat belt, struggle up the aisle and crouch beside him.

“Stefan, Stefan.” I pull at his arm. “You don’t remember me. It’s Laura. We met at uni. I came to your aunt’s holiday ‘shack.’” I frame the last word with my fingers, air apostrophes.

He blinks at me. “Laura.”

I nod. “I stayed the weekend.” I watch him reach back into memories. “We sat on that balcony, feet up on the railing, drank red wine and ate fish and chips, talked all night, watched the sun rise over the ocean. We talked about where we would be in twenty years’ time.”

He grips my hand.

“As I recall, we didn’t make the beach all weekend.” I say dryly.

He actually laughs.

A tremendous roaring begins. Its mayhem now. People are on the floor. Stuff falling from lockers. Shouting, screaming.

I take his hand. He’s holding on to me like it’s the end of the world. We crouch together, a small space carved out of the chaos all around.

Then, amazingly, the noise stops; the shaking slows. It is like a series of camera shots: people in the aisle freeze; those in seats pause in mid-motion; hands to faces; gripping each other’s arms.

A voice comes over the loudspeaker. “Hi folks, sorry about the bumps. We hit clear air turbulence, but I believe we are through it now and we should have a smooth trip the rest of the way. Your attendants will tidy up the cabin. To help them could you please resume your seats and keep your seat belt buckled.”

It is later. Much later. We have landed.

We have been shepherded into an airport lounge. We have been checked out, interviewed, recorded. We are all bone weary. At last, permission to leave. Finally dismissed, we file out.

I make my way to the elevator.

Stefan is leaning against a barrier, coffee in hand. He looks uncomfortable when he sees me. I can understand it: memories of the past; the trauma of the plane stuff; him losing it.

I move up to stand beside him. “Quite a flight,” I say.

He nods. There is a pause and he glances down. “Thank you.” He looks as if he wants to say more. He leans forward and I feel his lips brush mine. Coffee taste this time, not mint. “There is just one thing,” he says.

“Yep?”

I wait.

“My name is not Stefan. It’s Colin.”

I stand there, mouth open, blinking up at him. At those eyes.

He smiles. “But it sounded like a great weekend.”

––––––––
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—  George Lancaster



Dusk, and avian sounds explode. My favourite time of day, thinks Pat, panning the lush canopy for birds from her front veranda, binoculars pressed against lined cheeks. By accident she spies something on the verge across the street. Not looking for it on this occasion but hard to miss. Notable, in fact, when magnified. Frustrated, she calls her trusted cohort. Time for another patrol. 

“Hi Helen. You available for a run tonight? Seems the effect’s faded. Again.”

“Run’s a stretch, don’tcha think?” Helen laughs. “But yes. Stakes, mallet at the ready. Will come after dark.”

“Lovely. See you then.” Pat almost hangs up before adding, “Don’t forget your scarf. Could be chilly.”

“Yes, Mum.” 

The two spry seventy-year-old every-morning ocean swimmers have been next-door neighbours and friends for forty years. With friendships that long sarcasm is a given. And expected. 

Pat smiles, goes inside to her desk and grabs a thick black marker. Within minutes, ten different messages appear on separate rectangles of paper. Some are to the point. Most have an ‘O’ playfully added to existing words. Not sure which works best, she keeps trying both.

A knock on the door signals time to go. 

The two women shine their torches on the target. Fresh dog poo. Sighted earlier in high definition. Uncollected, stark against verdant grass. 

“So disappointing.” Helen places a pointed one-metre-long wooden stake in the middle of it. “Expect better manners from people ‘round here.”

“I know.” With gusto, Pat wields the rubber mallet. Packs a wallop without splintering the stake. “More dogs. More untrained owners.”

She attaches the first piece of paper around the top of the stake with tape, ensuring the words – ‘Stop the apoocalypse!’ – align for street visibility. 

Doesn’t take long to find the next defilement. ‘Please pick up your dog’s poo!’

Then a third. ‘Don’t be a pooser!’

Oncoming headlights a hundred metres away induce torch extinguishing and a quick hide behind tall shrubbery. They’ve been at this task on and off for six months and their identities remain a neighbourhood secret. Perpetuating the mystery adds delight to the mission. 

Crossing through a small bushland reserve, they spot a freshly eviscerated brush-tailed possum splayed upon the track. Entrails glisten. A hind leg’s torn off. 

“What could’ve done it?” Helen shines her light close.

“Feral cat? Fox? Powerful owl? All I know is, it wasn’t a car.” Pat pokes the carcass with her gumboot. “Reminds me of awful road accidents, though, working those thirty plus years for Ambulance Victoria. The horror never fades.”

“Maybe it’s the experimenting of a fledgling serial killer.” 

“Hah! You joke, Helen, but who’s to say it isn’t?” She adds, “Usually men. You wouldn’t believe some I came across responding to domestic violence calls.”

“Now I’ve spooked myself!” Helen’s voice rises half an octave. “Changing the subject, a niece is coming tomorrow. Eliza. Want to join us for afternoon tea? Baked Anzac biscuits. Added chocolate chips!” 

“You know me. Chocolate is a can’t resist word.” She catches a toe on a root. Stumbles and recovers. “Didn’t know you had a niece.”

“Me neither. Don’t know why she’s coming. Guess we’ll find out soon enough.” 

Working swiftly, ten stakes are struck in twenty minutes. Torches stay off on the walk home, and with mutual waves unseen by either, the two friends separate. 

Dawn births an exceptional day. Cloudless sky, soft breeze, warm dry air. Afternoon tea changes to dinner, the promised biscuits for dessert. Eliza is delayed. 

At six, Helen opens her door as Pat approaches. “Pretty obvious why Eliza’s here.”

“Oh?”

“You’ll see. Come on in.”

Sitting at the dining table is a middle-aged woman wearing sunglasses which, though large, cannot hide the deep purple bruises. Her posture suggests utter capitulation. 

Pat almost bursts into tears, remembering too many similar looking women she’s seen over the years. A few she knew personally. More she encountered on the job, arriving too late to offer anything but ice packs and bandages. “I’m so sorry. For you. For what you’ve suffered. You’re safe here.” 

Helen adds, “You’re welcome to stay as long as you want. Promise.” 

“I, I...” Eliza’s voice trails off. She shrugs, unable to continue, tears spilling down.

“You just sit,” Pat touches Eliza’s hand. “I’ll help Helen with the food.” 

In the kitchen Pat’s question is answered before she can ask. “Eliza’s the child of my sister’s new husband. Both marrying for the second time. Told me enough to imply she and her mother were abandoned by him.” Helen frowns. “Don’t believe my sister knows she exists.” 

“So, she’s talking?”

“Some.”

“And how did she find out about you?”

“Haven’t got that far.”

“Doesn’t really matter, does it?” Pat leans into her friend’s shoulder. “Even strangers deserve looking after.”

“She must be famished. Take this plate of chicken. I’ll bring the vegies.”

Plate in hand, Pat says, “Let’s not ask about her situation, okay? Just retraumatises.”

Helen nods.

“She’ll tell us if and when she’s ready.”

The silence during the meal is broken when Pat bites into her chocolate-chipped dessert. “Oh my, Helen. These Anzac bikkies are to die for! You won’t tell anyone I ate two, will you?”

Helen’s giggle animates Eliza. “They are indeed wonderful. And I might have four.” 

Everyone laughs, Eliza briefly losing her downtrodden lustre. Briefly, because hard knocks suddenly echo from the front door. 

“Vile woman!” yells a man from outside. “I know you’re in there!” The knocking and bellowing continue nonstop. 

“No question who that is,” says Pat. “Eliza, can I see your bag?”

She dutifully complies and Pat feels for abnormalities in the lining. 

“Yes!” Taking a carving knife, she slices through thread and pulls out a small plastic disc. “A tracker. Seen too many of these.” She drops it into her full glass of water. “And the same with your phone.” A splash sounds within the jug on the table. “These guys stop at nothing.”

“Should we ring the police?” Helen gets up from the table.

“Eliza, you have an IVO out on him?” Pat takes a bite from her second biscuit. 

“Yes.”

“Lotta good that does. Still, police might react faster. Yes, Helen, please do.” Pat rubs her hands together. “But we’re not waiting. I’ve a plan. A most Swiftian plan.”

“A what?” Helen stops mid stride.

“You know. Jonathan Swift. The eighteenth-century satirist.”

A moment’s pause. “Got it! What do you need me to do?”

“We’ll get the equipment. Then you shine a torch directly in his eyes. And insist he promptly leave.”

“And you?”

“I’ll be ready, don’t you worry. Eliza? You stay here.”

The two arm themselves in the garage and exit out the back, Helen turning one way, Pat another. 

“Hey you. Get off my property.” Helen shines bright LEDs at the man’s head. 

Squinting, he wordlessly approaches, hands clenched.

“If this were America, I could legally shoot you dead for trespassing.”

“Lucky we’re in Australia,” snarls the man, as he takes one more step forward before wordlessly crumbling nose first onto the ground, straddling the property line, his upper torso and head resting on Pat’s yard. Helen’s torch illuminates a motionless, prostrate body. And a sheathed hunting knife strapped to a revealed calf. Standing over both is a triumphant Pat, hefting her reliable mallet. Does the job without tearing the man’s scalp.

“Unlucky for him, here we knock trespassers unconscious,” says Pat as she and Helen roll the unwieldy form beer-belly up, leaving the knife visible for the police to verify. “Quick, make some holes in his clothes.”

Each make small scissor cuts along pants legs, both sides of the jacket, and sleeves. Into these holes Helen points a stake. Which Pat pounds into the lawn, ten along each side.

“Helen, you have any rope?”

“You kidding? Remember my daughter’s rock-climbing phase? Left all the equipment behind.” 

Helen reappears with coiled high-strength rope. And Eliza. Working in sync, the three women wind the rope around each stake, then tight across the body, from one stake to the next, then back again, wrapping the man from neck to toe.

“This feels so good!” Eliza pumps her fists in the air. “Controlling him for once.”

The man starts moaning, his feeble attempts to move decisively squelched. 

Neighbours gather, phone cameras on, their videoing efforts creating a soft halo of light around the three women.

“Need any help?” Asks a male voice from the crowd.

“Thank you, but no. We have this.” Pat completes the final knot.

“Pat, seems you’ve read Gulliver’s Travels,” says a woman bystander.

“Always thought the Lilliputians worth emulating.” 

“Hey!” Another woman shouts excitedly, “So it’s you?”

Being outed
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