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Introduction

Origins is a collection of flash and short fiction commissioned by 

CIT (Creative Industries Trafford).

The collection is about starting points - either thematically, or professionally 

- for those writers featured here whose work has never been published before.

We are delighted to feature The DNA of Bats by Jane Rogers, a co-commission with 

Manchester Literature Festival, alongside work by authors who submitted stories to 

CIT’s annual flash fiction competition. 

The competition is judged by a panel of published authors and offers publishing 

opportunities to writers of micro-fiction.

Our thanks go to David Gaffney, judge for this collection and we are grateful to our 

funders at Arts Council England and Trafford Council along with the wonderful team 

at Waterside who support the CIT project.

Our hope is that Origins will become an ever-expanding and eclectic anthology that 

intrigues and inspires.

Richard Evans,

CIT April 2018
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The DNA of Bats

Jane Roger

I  have been a fa i lure a l l  my l i fe .  Ask my mother.  Wel l ,  you could have 
asked her,  i f  she hadn’t  d ied last  month.  Ask my daughter.  My lovely, 
beaut i fu l ,  c lever daughter Anya.  Just  ask her.
 My mother was Lucy Gi lmour.  You may have heard of  her.  She 
was a costume des igner ;  she was respons ib le for  some of  the most 
mar vel lous ,  fantast ica l ,  gorgeous ly colour fu l  creat ions to be seen 
onstage dur ing the second hal f  of  the 20th centur y.  Swans,  f i rebirds , 
t ro l l s ,  pr incesses ,  icemen and dancing bears ,  vampires and chimney 
sweeps,  mythica l  beasts  and twink l ing stars ,  my mother costumed 
them al l .  I  am not ar t i s t ic .  My mother,  being k ind and forbear ing, 
never ar t icu lated her d isappointment to me – but d isappointed she 
sure ly  was ,  to have spawned such an ugly duck.  She hoped for 
h idden depths ,  I  th ink .  But  I  have h idden shal lows.  The f i r s t  t ime i t 
t ru ly  came home to me,  my fa i lure to be the daughter she was 
wish ing for,  was at  the grand age of  8 .  We went to County Cork on a 
fami ly  hol iday.  I t  was the sor t  of  se l f  cater ing place my parents  a lways 
took,  remote and ramshack le ,  draughty,  p icturesque.  Whi le my father 
brought in the bags,  I  ran up to the bathroom. I  was stopped in my 
tracks by something disgust ingly b lack and rubber y splat ted in the 
s ink .  I  ca l led my mother.  ‘A bat!  Oh Rachel ,  i t ’s  a beaut i fu l  l i t t le  bat , 
look at  i ts  ears ,  they’ re a lmost  t rans lucent .  The f ragi le  bones in those 
wings – how mar vel lous to see one up c lose l ike th is .’
 My father came in and pronounced i t  dead;  he wanted to wrap 
i t  in  newspaper and put i t  in  the bin .  But  my mother needed to sketch 
i t ;  i t  was so per fect ,  the outstretched wing especia l ly,  she could use 
the des ign for  a c loak.  The bat  wi th i ts  crunched gr imace of  a face 
was lef t  in  the s ink whi le we unpacked and made tea.  When the 
pressure in my bladder forced me back into the bathroom I  saw at 
once that  the s ink was empty.  But  my father denied moving the bat . 
‘ I t  must  have gathered a l l  i t s  s t rength and f lown away to roost !  I sn ’ t 
that  wonder fu l ,  dar l ing?’  enthused my mother.  She laughed,  she 
c lapped her hands,  she dar ted round the bathroom peeping into 
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The DNA of Bats

corners to see where the bat  was h id ing.  And I  remember standing 
there woodenly,  the hot ur ine star t ing to t r ick le down my th igh; 
inadequate,  embarrassed,  ashamed. She harped on the bat  a l l  week; 
a magica l  omen of  rebir th ,  i t  might f l i t  past  our s leeping faces in the 
n ight – how lucky we were to have seen i t !  When we went home she 
to ld f r iends how I  had discovered a dar l ing bat  in the s ink .  She didn’ t 
te l l  them I  wet the sheets  twice that  week because I  was afra id to get 
out of  bed.  I t  was on that  hol iday that  I  understood real ly,  how much 
I  let  her down.
 My chi ldhood of  course was f i l led wi th t reats .  Out ings to 
bal let  and opera,  beaut i fu l  people to d inner,  ar t i s t ic  t r i f les 
adorning my wal ls .  Gorgeous f rocks .  But  I  am not a fan of  l ive 
theatre ;  I  f ind the qual i ty  of  enter ta inment on TV to be less  uneven, 
and my armchair  cons iderably more comfor table than being jammed 
in the middle of  a row of  narrow seats  wi th someone’s  head block ing 
my v iew and a miasma of  crowd germs infus ing my lungs. 
S imi lar ly,  I  prefer  s tay ing at  home to making expedi t ions to
 London,  Par is  and Ber l in where one must  s tay in hote ls  wi th 
unfami l iar  food and beadyeyed staf f  and windows that  cannot be 
locked.  I  l i ke to dress inconspicuous ly.  I  am dul l  and unadventurous, 
no two ways about i t ,  though my mother a lways t r ied to put a n ice 
spin on th ings .  When I  was promoted to store manager she sa id I  was 
a roar ing success .  When I  marr ied J im and we bought a house she 
was qui te desperate to f ind compl iments .  ‘J im has a hear t  of  gold, 
dar l ing,  what a lovely dependable man.’  ‘Your house is  so new! So 
c lean,  so – so t idy! ’  My house is  decorated in shades of  beige,  i t s 
tones are l ight  and neutra l .  Anyone could be l iv ing here.  A nonent i ty. 
A person wi th no taste ,  a person wi th a taste for  nothing.  
 You th ink I  am putt ing mysel f  down in the hopes of  being 
contradicted? Not at  a l l .  I t  so happens that  I  th ink neutra l i ty, 
anonymity,  the wi thholding of  the mass ive ego,  has i ts  p lace in the 
wor ld .  I t  doesn’ t  make me l ikeable ,  but  I  am not interested in being 
charming,  in smi l ing at  s t rangers ,  at  f l i r t ing.  I  despise super f ic ia l i ty  in 
a l l  i t s  forms.  Am I  say ing my mother was super f ic ia l?  Not 
necessar i ly.  The most  I  am say ing is  that ,  to be l ike her,  I  would have 
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had to make mysel f  super f ic ia l .  An obvious l ie ,  of  course.  The bi t ter 
retreat  of  the unloved and unlovable .  I f  I  had had the knack of  making 
complete st rangers l ike me,  why on ear th would I  not  have invoked i t?
 And yet  there is  an honesty in d is l ikeableness .  I sn ’ t  there an 
honesty in keeping yourse l f  to yourse l f,  in  repel l ing the wor ld ,  in 
reveal ing your indi f ference to your fe l lows? The fake smi le i s  ugly ; 
hypocr isy i s  ugly ;  ly ing is  ugly ;  the unvarnished truth,  however 
unpleasant ,must  a lways be preferable .  That  shared bel ie f  lay,  or  so 
bel ieved,  at  the hear t  of  my re lat ionship wi th J im.  We were 
undemonstrat ive ,  but  honest .  I  thought .
When Anya was born,  my mother restra ined herse l f  for  a whi le .  I 
sensed a k ind of  caut ion.  She gave grandmother ly  g i f ts ,  of  course,  but 
they were,  on the whole ,  pract ica l :  a  lambskin rug,  a qual i ty  pushchair, 
a  bag of  bath toys .  I t  was only when Anya was o ld enough to stay 
overnight at  my mother ’s ,  whi le J im and I  conducted our 
minimal  soc ia l  l i fe ,  that  my mother began to show her hand.  She put 
Anya into my old room. She painted i t  deep turquoise and dotted i t 
wi th g lowing golden stars .  A Pers ian rug on the f loor,  sequinned 
cur ta ins ,  beaded musl in swathed around the bed,  fa i r y  l ights  draped 
from corner to corner,  Venet ian masks and Indian mar ionettes and 
paint ings of  a couple of  her own most fantast ica l  creat ions ,  cover ing 
the wal ls .  In one corner an easel  wi th paints  and paste ls ;  on t iered 
shelves an array of  t reasures and f igur ines ,  ammonites ,  shel l s , 
ivor y e lephants ,  pa inted wooden horses ,  in la id jewel ler y boxes , 
cr ysta ls ,  teddies ,  t iny enamel led vases and cups,  Russ ian dol ls , 
Chinese pincushions ,  bel l s ,  tambour ine,  f lute ,  min iature dol ls ’  house 
and beaut i fu l ly  costumed Edwardian inhabi tants .  Anya was in heaven. 
How lovely for  her to stay wi th grandma. How lovely for  them to bond.
 Who am I  t r y ing to b lame? Correct ion,  because there is  no 
blame,  none.  There is  nothing to b lame for,  af ter  a l l .  No cr ime,  no 
of fence,  absolute ly  nothing wrong.  And wasn’ t  i t  my own dark horse 
of  a husband who was f i r s t  to obser ve,  ‘Anya has your mother ’s  eyes ’? 
How natura l .  She is ,  a f ter  a l l ,  genet ica l ly  one quar ter  my mother.  How 
nice that  i t  should mani fest  in those green and spark l ing eyes ,  instead 
of  my own ins ip id b lue.  How nice that  i t  should mani fest  in openness , 
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in  br ight  cur ios i ty  about the l iv ing wor ld ,  instead of  the i l l - formed and 
muddy dread which haunts me,  obl ig ing me to ster i l i se for  germs,  to 
double lock doors ,  to s tar t  awake in terror at  the bumping and 
f lapping of  dark shapes at  my window. Anya is  20 now, and at 
univers i ty.  Coming top in exams and break ing hear ts  a l l  round;  her 
grandmother ’s  grandchi ld .
 My mother le f t  Anya her house.  I  was expect ing i t ,  natura l ly. 
There was nothing underhand.  My mother wi th her customar y tact 
ra ised the topic as I  was pack ing her case for  the hospice.  ‘You’ve 
a lways hated th is  house dar l ing,  haven’ t  you.  So dark and c lut tered 
and – and - ’  I  wai ted whi le she struggled to f ind a cr i t ica l  term she 
could bear to apply – ‘so gothic!  I ’ve been th ink ing i t  would be sheer 
wpurgator y for  you to have to c lear  i t .  And of  course you’d never l ive 
here.  So,  I ’ve decided to leave i t  to Anya,  i f  you don’t  mind dar l ing.  I 
th ink she’s  rather fond of  the old p lace.  I t ’s  more her,  somehow, i sn ’ t 
i t? ’
 ‘Have you to ld her? ’
 My mother,  gaunt and yel low-sk inned but s t i l l  beaut i fu l ,  laughed 
her t ink l ing laugh.  ‘ I  thought i t  would be a n ice surpr ise! ’
 My mother had a h is tor y of  n ice surpr ises for  Anya.
Of presents both exot ic  and expens ive.  As her b i r thdays approached 
Anya would become frant ic  wi th exc i tement .  ‘D’you know what 
Granny’s  gett ing me,  Mum? Do you? Do you?’  A r ide in a hot a i r 
ba l loon,  a work ing microscope,  a t ree house,  a pony.  I  g ive ut i l i tar ian 
presents .
 But  what I  should add,  what I  should admit ,  i s  that  the presents , 
n ice as they were,  d id not buy Anya’s  af fect ion.  What bound her to 
my mother was something more v iscera l :  i t  was in the blood.  I t  was 
a way of  regarding the wor ld as a sumptuous feast  la id out specia l ly 
for  them. When Anya went for  a walk wi th my mother,  she came home 
with armfuls  of  b luebel ls  or  pocket fu ls  of  sh iny conkers .  With ta les of 
lost  cats  returned to thankfu l  owners ,  rare orchids in over looked 
di tches ,  a farmer who gave them a bagful  of  p lums,  a baby bird 
rescued from the middle of  the road.  Ever yth ing was a drama, and 
when they got home they looked up orchids or  how to care for 
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f ledgl ings or why the bees are dy ing;  they had the same insat iable 
cur ios i ty.  I t  has made Anya into a sc ient is t .
 I  saw that  I  had been the dr y run.  For the pinnacle of  mutual 
adorat ion achieved in my mother ’s  re lat ionship wi th her 
grand-daughter.  A potter  works wi th the mater ia ls  ava i lable .  I  was dr y 
sand,  my daughter f ine china c lay.  What could my mother do wi th such 
poor mater ia l  as  me? Bide her t ime,  and hope that  I  would at  least 
pass on the genet ic  baton.  Anya is  the daughter she should have had.
 I t  i s  a dul l  and unpleasant fact  that  those of  us who are dul l  and 
unpleasant a lso harbour deep resentment to the rest  of  the wor ld for 
not spy ing out our h idden ta lents ,  for  not coax ing a smi le f rom us ,  for 
not lov ing us for  our unlovable se lves .  My squirre led stash of 
memories i s  a lmost  ent i re ly  of  moments of  exc lus ion.  Anya and my 
mother crouched br ight-eyed together over a game of  cards by the 
f i re ;  Anya jumping f rom my car and running into my mother ’s  arms 
wi thout so much as a goodbye peck on the cheek;  my mother 
request ing Anya the moment I  p ick up the phone,  and Anya,  g iggl ing 
del ightedly,  retreat ing wi th her ca l l  to the pr ivacy of  her room.
 I  am aware that  i t  i s  unreasonable to envy someone e lse 
enjoy ing what you yourse l f  re ject ;  my mother ’s  ef fus ive at tent ion is 
what I  spent my chi ldhood armour ing mysel f  against .  Yet  when her 
searchl ight  beam shi f ted ent i re ly  to Anya – when I  became merely 
Anya’s  mother,  instead of  my own mother ’s  daughter – I  took of fence. 
I l logica l ,  mean spir i ted,  dog in the manger :  acknowledging my fa i l ings 
does not set  me on any route towards remedying them, contrar y to 
the wisdom set  for th in se l f-help manuals .
 What my mother ’s  lov ing care produced in me,  I  be l ieve,  was a 
s tubborn res is tance to enthus iasm of  any k ind.  But  she learned from 
that ,  she was a lways learn ing.  She gave Anya space,  and where she 
detected a lead in Anya’s  enthus iasm, she helped the pair  of  them to 
fo l low i t .  Anya’s  l i fe  was a great  journey of  d iscover y upon which they 
embarked together,  leav ing me dr y on the shore,  pr isoner of  my own 
discontent .
 When she decided to wi l l  her  home to Anya,  my mother was 
unaware that  J im had lef t  me.  I  to ld noone.  I  was humi l iated. 
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Ashamed, and ashamed of  being ashamed. Lovely dependable J im with 
h is  hear t  of  gold;  le f t  me for  a man.  A man he has loved for  more than 
10 years ,  he te l l s  me.  He can’ t  l ive a l ie  any longer.
 ‘ I  never asked you to l ive a l ie ,’  I  sa id .
 ‘ I t  wasn’ t  a l ie  when we had Anya,  Rachel ,  bel ieve me.’
 ‘  But  how soon af ter? ’
 ‘ I  don’ t  know.’ 
I  rea l i se that  any dis t ress I  may fee l  could a l l  too eas i ly  be 
misconstrued as homophobia ,  as lack of  respect  for  my husband’s 
d i f f icu l t  and courageous decis ion not to l ive a l ie .  S ince I  appear 
unable ,  curmudgeon that  I  am, to ‘be happy for  h im’,  the safest  course 
of  act ion is  to keep my s i lence.
 But  pract ica l  problems ar ise .  The house for  example.  J im needs 
me to buy h im out ,  so he and Mr X can set  up together,  Mr X 
apparent ly  being penni less .  I  could not have wished my mother ’s 
cancer upon her,  but  once i t  was a fa i t  accompl i ,  the poss ib i l i ty  of 
inher i t ing my way out of  our f inancia l  cr i s i s  had occurred to me.  When 
she was insta l led in the hospice I  went through her house.  I t  was 
f i l thy.  With typica l  generos i ty  she employed an old theatre f r iend who 
was hal f  b l ind but needed the money,  as a c leaner.  There were dusty 
papers ,  drawings and sketches ,  b i l l s ,  let ters ,  theatre programmes, 
newspaper cutt ings ,  p i led h igh on ever y sur face;  there were long grey 
cobwebs dangl ing f rom her ra inbow glass chandel iers ;  there were mice 
droppings in the pantr y.  There were damp patches in two of  the 
bedrooms,  and act ive woodworm in the banisters .  Outs ide the 
gutter ing,  and many s lates ,  had come away f rom the roof.
 In my contempt ib le and plodding way,  I  cons idered the opt ions . 
Anya has 2 years of  her B io logy degree to complete .  She hopes to go 
on into research.  She wi l l  need money.  She wi l l  not  need to l ive in a 
d i r ty  o ld ru in 10 mi les f rom the univers i ty,  I  reasoned.  And whi le Lucy 
is  a l ive ,  I  have power of  at torney.  I s  anyone aware that  I  know the 
terms of  her wi l l?  No.
 My mother ’s  house stands on a generous patch of  land,  a wi l-
derness of  overgrown roses and apple t rees .  I  dec ided to get  i t  va lued, 
looking at  the opt ion of  demol ish ing the r ickety o ld house and 
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bui ld ing two or three new ones upon the land.  I f  there was as much 
prof i t  in  i t  as  I  suspected,  then Anya’s  years of  s tudy could be 
provided for,  a longs ide my own purchase of  J im’s  hal f  of  our house. 
My mother ’s  wi l l  –  assuming she l ived long enough for  me to set  my 
plan in mot ion – would become i r re levant .
 I  acknowledge that  se l f- interest  p layed i ts  par t  in my th ink ing.  I 
acknowledge – why not? i t ’s  not as i f  anyone on ear th imagines me to 
be a k ind or decent person – I  acknowledge that  I  fe l t  a  cer ta in 
sat is fact ion in the idea of  thwar t ing my mother ’s  des i re for  her 
beloved granddaughter to cheat me of  my inher i tance.  Doubt less you 
f ind me hear t less  and grasping.  But  one could argue that  I  des i red to 
provide sens ib ly  for  Anya’s  future:  Anya who is ,  as  my mother was,  so 
prey to the vagar ies of  her own warm and lov ing nature,  her 
sent imenta l  at tachments to people and th ings ,  that  she would be 
incapable of  se l l ing that  whi te e lephant of  a house,  and that  she would 
s ink into f inancia l  ru in t r y ing to l ive there according to her grandma’s 
dy ing wishes .  And i f  I  borrowed from her a sum to keep my own roof 
over my head,  who,  I  ask you,  would have inher i ted that  roof ? I  shan’ t 
leapfrog a generat ion,  to leave my house to any chi ld that  Anya may 
produce.  No.  In my dul l  and convent ional  fashion,  I  have no thought 
of  doing anyth ing other than leav ing my house to my daughter. 
Whichever way you spin i t ,  Anya’s  inher i tance f rom her grandmother 
would have been safe .
 And so I  bus ied mysel f,  v is i t ing my mother in the hospice,  where 
they cared for  her n ice ly  and kept her happy;  and gett ing va luat ions 
f rom estate agents and bui lders ,  for  my mother ’s  proper ty.  Natura l ly,  I 
kept Anya up to date wi th her grandma’s dec l ine,  and just  as natura l ly, 
Anya came home from York to v is i t  her.
 ‘What d id you ta lk  about? ’  I  enquired casual ly.   
 ‘Oh,  ever yth ing.  She wanted to know al l  about my course.  You 
know I ’m doing th is  specia l  paper on genet ics .  Wel l  there ’s  been some 
amazing research into the bat  genome - ’
 ‘Did she ta lk  about her wi l l? ’
 ‘Oh god,  no.  Oh mum, don’ t .  She can’ t  be going to d ie .  She’s  so 
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– so fu l l  of  l i fe ,  she’s  so interested in ever yth ing st i l l ,  i t ’s  just  not 
poss ib le .  .  .’
I  nodded.  ‘So,  the bat  genome?’
 ‘Wel l  she wanted to know al l  about i t ,  rea l ly,  you know, the 
deta i l .’
I  do not usual ly  ask about my daughter ’s  course in deta i l .  Perhaps I 
fear  I  wi l l  not  understand.  L ike a l l  petty minded people ,  I  do not l ike 
to appear s tupid.  But  I  was hear tened by her lack of  knowledge of  the 
wi l l .  ‘ Te l l  me.’
 ‘ I ’ l l  just  te l l  you the shor tened vers ion,  but  i t  rea l ly  i s  interest ing 
Mum, I  promise you.  They’ve d iscovered that  bats  are amazingly 
immune.  You know they carr y a l l  these diseases? ’
 ‘Rabies .’
 ‘Yes .  Also Ebola ,  SARS,  loads of  others .  They carr y these diseases 
but they themselves don’ t  catch them. And they l ive rea l ly  long – for 
such smal l  creatures .  I  mean the l i t t le  ones ,  no bigger than a mouse, 
l ive to 20 or so,  and the bigger species can l ive 40-80 years .’  I  could 
imagine how happy my mother would have been,  to hear of  the 
longevi ty  of  bats .
 ‘Now they can map the genome they have found th is 
extraordinar y th ing.  You know bats  are the only t ru ly  f ly ing mammal? 
Wel l  they should be worn out .  They use so much energy f ly ing,  they 
put thei r  systems under incredib le s t ress ,  which creates lots  of 
f ree-radica ls ,  which in any other creature would cause rapid aging, 
tumours ,  l iab i l i ty  to d isease.  But  bats  are incredib ly  anc ient  and over 
t ime they have evolved something which minimises the damage caused 
by f ree-radica ls .  The P53 gene,  for  example,  i s  impl icated in cancer in 
humans.  But  in bats  i t  p lays a ro le in thei r  immune system!’ 
 ‘How nice for  bats .’
 ‘Oh Mum - use your imaginat ion!  I f  they can iso late these genes 
and work out how bats  have evolved th is  symbios is  wi th pathogens, 
they should be able to come up with something humans can do to 
produce the same ef fects .’
 ‘What ,  res is tance to d isease,  immor ta l i ty,  and abi l i ty  to f ly? ’
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She laughed.  ‘Maybe not f ly ing.  But  the others ,  yes .
Look at  Grandma. I f  i t  had been poss ib le to prevent her cancer – wel l , 
she’s  heal thy in ever y other way.  I f  they can develop a t reatment f rom 
th is  research,  i t  could give someone l ike her 20 more good years .’ 
Her boyfr iend phoned then and she danced of f  into her room to ta lk 
to h im. Leaving me with a head fu l l  of  bats .  Carr iers  of  the deadl iest 
d iseases known to man,  but themselves immune;  res is tant  to cancer, 
res is tant  to aging.  I  v isual i sed that  b lack beast  I  had stared at  in the 
s ink ;  the v ic ious needles of  i ts  teeth,  i t s  beady a l ien eyes ,  the c lammy, 
d i r ty,  webbed-foot s t retch of  i ts  wing.  I t  was probably s t i l l  a l ive .
 The last  bui lder I  spoke to was the most  encouraging.  He to ld 
me he would f i t  6 new houses onto the s i te .  He could of fer  me over a 
mi l l ion.  He was in a hurr y to get  s tar ted,  and we s igned a pre l iminar y 
contract  so that  he could get  on wi th apply ing for  p lanning permiss ion 
– wi thout which,  the deal  was wor th less .  My mother remained 
re lat ive ly  s table .  She was increas ingly f ra i l ,  but  not re l inquish ing her 
gr ip on l i fe  for  a moment .  The nurses at  the hospice fe l l  in  love wi th 
her.  ‘Anyone e lse would have given up by now,’  the matron to ld me. 
‘But  your mother has such a pass ion for  l i fe ,  she’s  l iv ing on spir i t 
a lone.’  How l ike my mother,  burning br ight  to the ver y end.  I  was , 
natura l ly,  g lad.
St i l l  the v is ion of  Anya’s  bats  gave me trouble .  For once,  an image 
appeared to have taken root in my shal low imaginat ion.  But  my mind, 
unl ike the minds of  Anya and my mother,  d id not a l low the idea to 
spark le wi th inv i t ing poss ib i l i t ies ,  benef ic ia l  to the future of  humanity. 
No.  The concept evolved instead into something s low,  torpid, 
unchanging,  a weight imposs ib le to sh i f t  or  l i f t .  
And when I  s lept  i t  f i l led my dreams.  I  saw a great  manshaped bat ,  h is 
needle-sharp teeth protruding over h is  b loodsta ined l ips ,  h is  odious 
b lack wings fo lded around him l ike a c loak.  He was as leep but could 
not d ie ,  h is  face was pale but he was never i l l ;  he was a creature of 
bad omen,  of  v i leness ,  and stacked l ike shadows behind him were 
a thousand other such creatures ,  undead,  se l f renewing,  wi th bony 
leather wings that  might brush past  you at  midnight ,  wi th foul 
deaths-head breath.  I  saw Anya in a laborator y unlock ing narrow 
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metal  lockers l ike cof f ins ,  and in each one stood a man-bat ,  deadly 
and immor ta l ,  ready to mutate under her hands.  I  cr ied out at  her 
terr ib le danger – and woke mysel f. 
 You do not need to te l l  me:  I  saw at  once the t r i teness of  my 
v is ion.  Even my subconsc ious ,  even my nightmares ,  are unor ig ina l : 
worse than that ,  they are the n ightmares of  an hyster ica l  teenage gir l . 
The noble ends of  genet ic  research,  upon which my daughter i s  f ixed, 
are t ransmuted by my pathet ic  subconsc ious into phantoms of  gothic 
horror,  Dracula in a b lack c loak,  cheap Hal loween tat .
 The next  day,  in a b id to exorc ise the n ightmare by ruefu l ly 
te l l ing the stor y against  mysel f,  I  ment ioned to Anya that  I  had 
dreamed her d isease-res is tant  bats  into vampires .  As an at tempt at 
humour i t  fa i led s ignal ly.
‘Bats  have the inte l l igence of  dolphins ,  d id you know that  Mum? Bats 
eat  3 ,000-5,000 insects  a n ight .  Mosqui toes ,  for  example.  Which carr y 
malar ia .  The benef i ts  bats  provide to humanity are inca lcu lable .’
 ‘ I t  was a dream, for  goodness sake - ’
 ‘Vampires are a d isgust ing myth,  generated by pr imit ive fear  and 
ignorance.  They suck people ’s  b lood and take their  souls .  They feast 
on l iv ing people .  R ight .  I  gave up tr y ing to defend mysel f.  Nor d id I 
point  out  to her,  that  she herse l f  was formed in my bel ly  f rom my own 
hear t ’s  b lood,  feast ing on my body unt i l  she was so gorged that  my 
womb expel led her,  whereupon she c lamped onto me with her l ips and 
sucked her l iv ing f rom my breast .  I  d id not point  out to her that  i t  was 
through the agency of  my l iv ing body that  she grew into a sweet 
cuckoo big enough to oust  me from such smal l  par t  of  my mother ’s 
af fect ions as s t i l l  remained to me.
 ‘Why must  you a lways see the worst  in th ings? ’  she asked.
 I  drove her back to York .  She to ld me that  as a resul t  of  hear ing 
about her research,  my mother had gone onl ine and found a Bat 
Sanctuar y webs i te ,  where she had,  on Anya’s  behal f,  adopted an 
orphan Pip is t re l le  bat  for  £14 a month.  I t  would receive medica l  at-
tent ion,  nutr i t ious food,  and a safe roost .  My mother and Anya had 
seen the bat ’s  photo onl ine,  i t  was adorable ,  wi th i ts  br ight  eyes and 
pointed nose,  and they had decided to name i t  af ter  me. 
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 When I  got home the bui lder phoned to say there was a h i tch. 
‘ I t ’s  the counci l ,’  he sa id .  ‘ I  d idn’ t  know the bui ld ing was a s i te of 
specia l  sc ient i f ic  interest .’
 ‘Wel l  as  far  as I  know, i t ’s  not .’
 ‘ They’ve found ev idence of  bats .’
For a moment I  thought I  had gone mad.  But  nothing so dramat ic  ever 
happens to me.  ‘Bats? ’
 ‘Bats .  I f  they f ind that  bats  are roost ing in a house and breeding 
there,  that ’s  i t ,  i f  they f ind that  there ’s  a colony – wel l ,  forget  i t .’
 ‘But  bats ,’  I  sa id ,  ‘ they’ re not endangered are they? ’
 ‘Chr is t  knows.  Bats  and bleeding crested newts ,  i f  they can prove 
e i ther of  them, you can k iss  goodbye to your p lanning permiss ion.’
‘What i f  I  poisoned them?’
 ‘ Too late .  I f  you’d poisoned them a week ago,  before the counci l 
sent  thei r  inspector,  you’d be in wi th a chance.  Now they know they’re 
there,  they’ l l  s lap on a preser vat ion order,  see? ’
 My mother d ied f ive weeks later.  Her house,  her garden,  had not 
been sold.  There was no planning permiss ion,  and the bui lder backed 
out .  My daughter was devastated by her grandmother ’s  death.  But 
took some comfor t ,  when she learned of  the wi l l ,  f rom her 
grandmother ’s  n ice surpr ise .
 ‘ I  love her house,  I ’m not going to change a th ing.  I t ’s  l ike a par t 
of  her going on l iv ing,  i sn ’ t  i t?  I  can fee l  her presence when I  go in the 
f ront door.  I t ’s  l ike she’s  hugging me.’ 
 When I  ra ised the cost  of  the upkeep of  the house,  a look of 
i r r i tat ion f l i t ted across her face.  ‘Some th ings are more impor tant  than 
money,  Mum, you know?
Money isn ’ t  the be a l l  and end a l l .’
 ‘ I  d idn’ t  say i t  was .  But  there ’s  woodworm in the sta i r s  and – and 
leaks in the roof,  and i f  they’ re not repaired the whole p lace is  l iab le 
to col lapse in a p i le  of  dust .’
 ‘Wel l  you don’t  have to come in ,  i f  you’re worr ied about i t 
co l laps ing on you.’
 
 Anya took her father ’s  depar ture surpr is ingly wel l ,  and I  bel ieve 
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he and his  boyfr iend have a l ready v is i ted her severa l  t imes,  at  my 
mother ’s  house.  Perhaps they watch the bats  together. 
 My house is  on the market ,  s ince J im has urgent need of  h is  ha l f 
of  the proceeds.  I  am looking at  a beds i t  in  town.  A smal l ,  mean place, 
su i ted to the s ize of  my spir i t . 
 
 
 

This  grew out of  an interest  in recent research into bat  DNA , and the 
coinc idence of  i ts  appear ing to point  towards vampire- l ike  
improvements in human heal th .  For severa l  draf ts  i t  was wr i t ten f rom 
the point  of  v iew of  Anya,  pass ionate ly  enthus iast ic  researcher into the 
bat  genome, and great  opt imist  over the benef i ts  i t  could br ing. 
 But  the stor y only rea l ly  came a l ive when I  t ransposed i t  to her 
mother ’s  much darker and more pr imit ive take on the research. 
Obvious ly  the bi t ter  and se l f-  destruct ive f i r s t  person voice is  key,  in 
the stor y as i t  s tands.  I  guess i t  could work as an Alan Bennet Ta lk ing 
Heads sty le monologue.  But  what I  hope ver y much is  that  a theatre 
p iece might open i t  up and use both characters ’  s ides of  the stor y – 
perhaps by giv ing Anya a voice of  her own.  Rachel  here conta ins her 
own se l f-cr i t ic i sm, but there is  no reason why th is  can’ t  be thought or 
voiced by another character ;  indeed,  there ’s  ever y reason,  in a drama, 
to external i se th is  conf l ic t .
 
I  worr ied about the stor y being depress ing/negat ive ,  as a bas is  for 
drama,  but I  hope that  a theatre group might be interested in 
developing the pos i t ive s ide of  the stor y as wel l ,  through the joyous 
voices of  Anya and her grandmother.  And of  course I  hope that  the 
bats  wi l l  f ind a ro le onstage! 

 
Ref :  ‘Comparat ive Analys is  of  Bat  Genomes Provides Ins ight  into the Evolut ion of  F l ight  and 

Immunity ’,  Guoj ie Zhang,  Chr is  Cowled,  L in-Fa Wang,  et  a l .

Sc ience,  20 Dec 2012,  ht tp ://www.sc iencemag.org/content/ear ly/recent
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First  prize 2013

Bluebeard’s Daughter

Frances Gapper

 Af ter  Dad forbade me to enter  a cer ta in room, I  s imply wai ted 
unt i l  he ’d gone out .  Then I  unlocked the door and found my 
dismembered mother and s is ters .  Luck i ly  I ’ve a lways been good at 
j igsaws,  so I  began putt ing them in order.  Anna wore a b lue-stoned 
r ing,  I  reca l led,  whi le Jane had a long second toe.  Some bi ts  were 
miss ing – I  made do with objects  fetched from nearby bedrooms,  e .g . 
subst i tut ing a lampshade for  Nora’s  lost  head.  Then having pr icked my 
f inger I  scat tered blood,  restor ing them to l i fe .  Assembled,  they made 
a fearsome army.  Together we awai ted Dad’s  return.

About the author 

Frances Gapper ’s  f lash f ic t ion booklet  The T iny Key was publ ished by Sy lph Edi t ions 

in 2009 and her s tor y col lect ion Absent K isses by Diva Books in 2002.  Other s to-

r ies are in the London Magazine onl ine,  the Reader ’s  Digest ,  The Moth,  the Twelve 

Winters  Press anthology [Ex] t inguished and [Ex] t inct ,  and Plymouth Univers i ty ’s  Shor t 

F ict ion.
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Commended: 2013

Presence of Absence

Stephanie Pember ton

 Eyes open,  body naked,  I  s tare at  the ce i l ing through a t re l l i s  of 
f ingers .  In the adjo in ing room, wi th a rush of  water,  he f lushes away an 
hour of  my l i fe .  I  s i t  up at  the sudden thud against  my chest ;  fo l lowed 
swi f t ly  by another on my bel ly.  C lutching my blue Doc Mar ten boots 
l ike a comfor t  b lanket ,  I  swing my legs to the f loor.  He looks away h is 
voice bare ly  audib le ,  ‘Get  dressed.’  The denim mini  sk i r t  dampened by 
h is  sweat drags at  my sk in .  A sa lac ious smi le pumps hol lowed cheeks , 
as  s le ight  of  hand he moves f rom shir t  buttons to f ly.  I  s t ruggle into 
my red tee sh i r t ;  dar ing to breathe when I  see the toothy gr in of  h is 
c losed z ip .
 
 I  reach down and wind each boot lace into a bow. Across the 
room he t ightens the knot of  h is  o ld school  t ie .  To h im I  am the 
vulnerable g i r l  who boarded the t ra in wi thout a t icket .  To me he is  the 
monster  who k i l led my best  f r iend.

 My presence spent he strays to the mirror.  Murderous hands 
brush dark hai r s ,  my hair s ,  f rom his  col lar  and stra ighten h is  t ie .  I 
s tand at  a d is tance,  and I  wi l l  h is  eyes to mine.

 He turns ,  h is  face contor ted and his  voice louder,
 
 ‘Get  out .’
 
 I  s t r ide towards h im. 

 He swal lows hard and then drags a wal let  f rom his  pocket .  ‘ Ten, 
twenty,  i s  that  what you want? ’   
I  shake my head. 
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 ‘OK th i r ty.  That ’s  a l l  the cash I  have on me.’ 
 I  watch the notes f lut ter  to the carpet as I  sweep my hair  into a 
h igh pony ta i l .  The way I  used to wear i t .  Eyes f lecked with recogni t ion 
search my face.  He knows who I  am, but not why I  am here.

 ‘ I  remember ;  now,’  he says ,  pul l ing on h is  su i t  jacket .
 
 ‘You’re one of  the two l i t t le  tar ts  f rom the wrong s ide of  the 
t rack .’
  
 F is t  c lenched I  reply,  ‘My real  name is  Jeannie .  Sarah you k i l led 
three years ago.’
  
 He shrugs.  ‘Hmm Sarah your absent f r iend.  I  was never in the 
f rame;  people in h igh places . . .’ 

 I  d isguise the t remor in my voice wi th a sharp intake of  breath. 
‘ I ’m going to the pol ice ,  and I ’m tak ing your DNA with me.’

 ‘So what .  I  p icked up a hooker.  S lap on the wr is t .’ 

 ‘ I ’ l l  say that  you raped me.’
 
 He st i f fens .
  
 ‘ They’ l l  swab you th is  t ime,  and your DNA wi l l  match that  on 
Sarah’s  body.’
  
 I  edge away,  brave enough to turn my back when my f ingers fo ld 
around the door handle .  A sudden bol t  of  pain dul l s  my senses .  I  fee l 
the carpet ,  coarse against  my cheek as the room spins out of  control . 
The bi t ter  taste of  b lood crowds my mouth.  Unable to scream, I  crawl 
away f rom the dul l  t ips of  h is  pol i shed shoes.  Our breath f i l l s  the void 
between s i lence and whispers into a mobi le phone.
 

Commended: 2013

22



 The l ight  fades . 
 
 His  words resonate.  ‘B ig problem; get  a car  around here,  now.’
 

About the author 

Stephanie Pember ton  i s  a f ree lance wr i ter  and poet .  Her s tor y,  Presence of  Ab-

sence,  was awarded jo int  second place,  in the CIT F lash F ict ion compet i t ion 2013. 

Other publ ished works inc lude:  F i r s t  B lood on Virg in Snow, 2013,  Leav ing George, 

2012,  The Grass Widow, 2009 (Wordsmag) .  A fami l iar  face at  Br is to l  Cr imefest  and 

Harrogate Cr ime Wri ters  Fest iva l ,  she braved and conquered the ‘Dragon’s  Pen’ 

wi th her work- in-progress debut novel ,  The Lost  Truth.  Stephanie ,  l ives in Manches-

ter  wi th her husband,  Al len,  and three pet  hens,  Char lot te ,  Emi ly  and Anne.  She 

confesses ,  ‘ I ’m a workahol ic ,  l i fe ’s  hect ic ,  loud,  but  I  love i t .’
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D

Dolphin

Sue Crowder

 Delphine is  ta l l  for  four teen.  ‘Gangl ing,’  her mum says .  Her knees 
st ra in to look at  each other,  instead of  s t ra ight  ahead.  Chocolate 
f reck les make a dot-to-dot pattern on her downy cheeks .  She’s  pretty, 
but  Delphine isn ’ t  interested in boys ,  or  c lothes or music .  She l ikes to 
swim, and she wants to swim the channel .

 From her bedroom, on the 9th f loor of  Ocean Heights she can 
see the Dover Stra i ts .  In the Engl ish Channel ,  the conta iner sh ips 
s t retch l ike a daisy chain threading their  way a l l  the way to China and 
back. 

 Her mum says ,  ‘swimming is  in your b lood.’

 Her name is  Delphine,  but  the gi r l s  at  school  ca l l  her  Dolphin . 
Af ter  swimming c lass ,  they fo l low her home and chant .  ‘Dolphin , 
Dolphin swims l ike a f i sh .  Dolphin ,  Dolphin your mother ’s  a b i tch.’ 
Delphine l ikes th is  new name they’ve g iven her more than the one 
they shouted before:  Coco Pop.  These gi r l s  they are stupid.  Delphine 
pays at tent ion in the sc ience;  she knows dolphins are not f i sh . 
Dolphins are re lated to humans,  thei r  genome is  a lmost  the same, 
except people have two extra chromosomes.  These gi r l s ,  they are 
miss ing more than two chromosomes.

 Last  month,  on the day the local  swimming pool  c losed forever, 
her mum’s new boyfr iend,  Tony,  moved into the f lat .  He stands too 
c lose ly  and sni f fs  the a i r.  Today Delphine escapes to the sea.  She takes 
the bus to Shakespeare Beach and leaves her t rousers ,  sh i r t  and shoes 
in a neat  p i le  at  the water ’s  edge.  Shingle pebbles warm her soles ,  and 
t iny waves ro l l  in  welcoming her toes .  The hair  on her arms and legs 
l i f t  to t rap the br isk a i r.  She plunges in and the water  bulges beneath 
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and around her.  She r ises to the sur face and heads southwest  towards 
Gr is  Nez;  the grey nose of  France.
 Her bra ided hair,  the colour of  Weetabix ,  melds to the contour of 
her sp ine and takes on the shape of  a dorsa l  f in .  With each and ever y 
long stroke she pul ls ,  her  gnawed f ingers grow to form webbed pec-
tora ls  f ins .  Her eyes are level  wi th the water l ine as she swims towards 
the hor izon.  Her lungs f i l l  wi th br iny a i r  and expand l ike bal loons.  I 
can hold my breath a long t ime.  She turns once.  The sun bounces of f 
the whi te c l i f f s  and dazzles her.  I  am dolphin .  Up she r ises ;  a f leshy 
torpedo and then down a depth charge beneath the cat  paw waves .  I 
am Dolphin .

 ‘Where wi l l  we bur y her? ’  Delphine’s  mum says . 

 ‘You can’ t  af ford no bur ia l ,  g i r l ,’  Tony says .  ‘ That ’s  ser ious money 
you’re ta lk ing.’
 ‘Yeah and anyway she’d want to be scattered at  sea.’  She takes 
photos on her phone,  and stands cross- legged,  s the way she a lways 
does when she needs to pee. 

Tony has h is  hand on her shoulder,  ‘Come on i t ’s  t ime to leave.’
Delphine is  s t i l l  punctured by the tubes that  fed her body,  hear t  and 
lungs.
 
 Her mother wipes her nose on her coat  s leeve. 
Delphine dr i f ts  away on the t ide.  I  am dolphin . 

Commended: 2013
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D
Dina

Shze Hui  T joa

 Dina was a wave that  lapped and stroked,  melted across  
counter tops and into people ’s  arms l ike a warm and l iquid madonna. 
Al l  cur ves and the f i r s t  to get  engaged,  aged four teen,  the r ing on her 
cof fee-coloured hand l ike a s i lver  smirk .

 At  work we arched our eyebrows but nobody bl inked except me. 
This  was the Palest in ian par t  of  town where worse th ing exploded than 
news.

 P ictures showed Dina puddled in her f iancee’s  lap,  tabby-cat ’s 
smi le under kohl-bl i tzed eyes .  Cute,  begrudged the other g i r l s , 
wr ink l ing their  own peepers as they dashed from the k i tchen wi th 
cof fee-topped trays ,  g lasses of  yoghur t ,  k i t ten heels  c l ick ing.

 I t  was my f i r s t  and only Jerusa lem winter  and my hair  went l imp; 
ever yone’s  hai r  s loughed of f  fat  beads of  moisture but Dina’s ,  which 
remained per fect .  When i t  ra ined af ter  work we stayed in the cafe and 
picked of f  le f tovers ,  chewed over p ictures of  boyfr iends l ike 
two-day-old meat .  Redoubled makeup.  Someone put on Tamer Hosny 
and c lapped their  manicured hands,  h ips and f i s ts  ro l l ing.  Later  we 
walked home together.
Four teen to e ighteen years o ld ;  v i rg ins by necess i ty  and smokers by 
th in ly-concealed choice.  In my countr y they would have been trashy, 
but  in the holy c i ty  wi th Dina i ts  mazes and temples they were br i l l iant 
as they scoured dishes under long st ickered nai l s .  They wore  
foundat ion-pl ied faces and fake vera wang per fume; the l ight  seeped 
out under thei r  sweaters  and the blood ran hot gold in thei r  ve ins .

 And of  them al l  i t  was only I ,  the fore igner on a gap-year pass , 
who could walk c lean away when the summer came down with i ts 
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blood and bad news and unbur ied bodies .  When a l l  the beauty and 
br ightness went to pot .

*

At col lege now I  have new fr iends who wear A- l ine sk i r ts ,  keep neat 
faces and ta lk  about pass ing the bar,  adept at  p ick r ight  angles out of 
the c i ty  sky l ine and steamrol l ing them into the schedules they keep in 
t iny,  corporate notebooks .

 But  when the f i r s t  rockets  h i t  Gaza a l l  I  can th ink about are those 
other g i r l s  wi th the loud ruby l ips and neighing laughs.  Their  bodies 
are on a l l  the te lev is ion shows,  thei r  voices en mass on the wor ld 
ser v ice broadcast .

 Then one day I  do see someone I  know- Dinaher face peel ing of f 
the corner te lev is ion set  in some big-c i ty  cafe .

 Her eyes are st i l l  b lack but her arms are no longer sof t ,  her  l ips 
are a l l  l ines ,  her hai r  i s  a s t raggl ing creature and the water  runs down 
her face.  The chi ld in her arms is  hyster ica l  but  that ’s  not the sound 
she’s  t r y ing to mask by ta lk ing too fast  to the camera;  i t ’s  that  other 
one in the background,  common to a l l  the war v ideos. 
 
 The ocean of  her has run dr y. 
 
 The camera cuts  and Dina is  no more,  replaced by a wide-angle 
shot of  more bodies ,  more women. None of  them named, and a l l  of 
them her. 
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D
Haibunation

Eleanor Parsons

 Coventr y,  one of  the lonely c i t ies  I  have l ived in ,  i t  i s  where I  fe l l 
in  love,  down ins ide the concrete ,  between the wal ls ,  where breath ing 
sucks l ike d is tant  ocean mud and is  hard to do.  I  was never good at 
smoking bongs.  We marr ied in the concrete ,  we made sa lads ins ide the 
concrete and we loved each other more and more despi te ,  or  because 
of  a l l  the concrete .  But  i t  was lonely af ter  a l l ,  because the other s ide 
of  the wal l  wasn’ t  work ing so wel l  for  me,  a l l  sh iny and new l ike baby 
spi t ,  the sky,  bor ingly inf in i te ,  and whenever I  was out there,  act ing 
l i fe- l ike ,  buying eggs and butter,  I  wanted to be s ick and I  dreamed of 
being back ins ide the wal ls ,  to fee l  each bubble of  the insulat ion,  wrap 
mysel f  in  Styrofoam and stay awake forever,  ins ide the husk of  winter, 
l ike a warm vole l ive ly,  deeply nest ing,  h im and I  crawl ing over each 
other,  lonely and together,  crumbl ing away the morning.

 Eyes grow used to the inter ior  landscape

 
 

About the author 

El ly Parsons i s  a  s inger-songwri ter  and shor t  s tor y wr i ter  based in South East  Lon-

don.  S ince graduat ing f rom the MA Creat ive and L i fe Wri t ing at  Goldsmiths Col lege 

last  year,  E l ly  has a lso been shor t l i s ted for  the Bare F ict ion Award for  F lash f ic t ion. 

She per forms her music  regular ly  around london.  To f ind out more,  p lease v is i t  face-

book .com/El lyParsonsMusic
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DThe Glove
Peter Kalu

 She had worn i t  once and now i t  was mine.  I  wai ted t i l l  n ight , 
t i l l  my phones stopped r inging,  t i l l  the generators f ina l ly  ceased their 
incessant c lat ter,  and there was no l ight  nor any poss ib i l i ty  of  l ight . 
Then,  as a i r  warmed and th ickened in the room, I  eased open the 
ev idence bag,  took hold of  i t ,  and,  f inger by f inger,  s l ipped i t  on. 
She’d had large hands,  mine were smal l  ( that  joke we had when we 
had walked hand in hand through the market  p lace – the pract ica l 
imposs ib i l i ty  of  walk ing l ike that ) .  I  ra ised the glove to my face and 
breathed.  She was st i l l  there.  
 

About the author

Pete Kalu  i s  a novel i s t ,  p laywr ight  and poet .  He current ly  loves Dostoyevsky,  Patr i-

c ia Highsmith,  James Baldwin,  Al ice Walker,  Cher y l  Mar t in and Raymond Car ver In 

between wr i t ing,  he has sung opera in German,  t rans lated computer manuals  f rom 

French to Engl ish ,  water-sk i-d and windsur fed in Mid West  Amer ica ,  eaten f resh crab 

in B lack R iver,  Jamaica,  been deta ined by a st reet  crowd in Calabar,  Niger ia ,  busked 

near Is lamabad,  Pak is tan and fe l led t rees in Canada.  He has second and th i rd degree 

burns on h is  torso f rom mess ing wi th f i re ,  beginning at  age two.  He is  on h is  four th 

passpor t .  Some of  th is  i s  untrue.
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Third prize:  2014

D
Ever yone in heaven is

waiting to see what
you wil l  do next

Benjamin Judge

 This  wi l l  happen to you.

 You wi l l  f ind a box of  photographs in your mother ’s  empty 
house;  snapshots of  a forgotten hol iday.  There she is ,  and there you 
are,  smi l ing in bad tracksui ts ,  eat ing beefburgers and dr ink ing 
improbably coloured mockta i l s ,  s i t t ing on BHS beach towels ,  waving, 
dancing,  laughing. 

 The bui ld ings are th in ,  l i lac and grey.  The sky is  wrong somehow, 
too cold,  ashen.  You stare at  image af ter  image and feel  nothing:  you 
have no memor y of  th is  j igsaw c i ty.  Toward the bottom of  the pi le  you 
f ind the mermaid,  drowning.  A crack-sca led th ing choking on a i r, 
grasping and terr i f ied.
 
 And you don’t  remember.  And your mother i s  gone.  And th is  i s 
lost  now, th is  t ime,  th is  p lace.  Just  another photograph in another box 
of  photographs.  And you’ l l  never know. And th is  not knowing i tches . 
And th is  not knowing c l ings .  You watched a mermaid die and you 
don’t  remember.
 
 This  wi l l  happen to you.

 
About the author 

 

Benjamin Judge  graduated f rom the Centre for  New Wri t ing at  The Univers i ty

of  Manchester  wi th a master ’s  degree in Creat ive Wri t ing.  His  b log,  Who the Fudge 

is  Benjamin Judge? won the Best  Wri t ing award at  the Manchester  B log

Awards.  His  favour i te smal l  orange is  the satsuma.  

He does twi t ter  @benjaminjudge
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First  prize:  2015

D
Digging a Grave in the

Shopping Arcade

Lydia Unswor th

 My son has decided he wishes to be bur ied wi th h is  d is tant 
ancestors ,  on a p lot  of  ground now occupied by the c i ty ’s  main 
shopping arcade.  He wants to rub h is  shoulders against  the soi l  that 
grew out of  thei r  shoulders .  I  te l l  h im I  understand:  our re lat ions have 
been stra ined at  best .  He’s  looking for  a s t rong arm, a great-great-
grandparent f rom another t ime,  to whisper h im sweet lu l labies about 
typhoid and the bi t ter  winters .

 We apply for  p lanning permiss ion.  We appeal  to 
humanitar ian groups,  showing them bir th ,  marr iage and death 
cer t i f icates .  We plead our r ight  as a fami ly,  as  descendants ,  to be wi th 
our own.  I t  i s  no good.  My son s inks into a heavy depress ion.  Months 
pass and he stares away h is  days eat ing past ies  and pin ing af ter  the 
ground in f ront  of  the German shoe shop.  I  s t ruggle to bear i t .  My
parenta l  hear t  knocks against  my r ibs .  Hol low,  a fa i lure .

 I  qui t  my job as an astrophys ic is t  and take up employment in 
the German shoe shop.  A step down, I  say to my f i r s t  customer of  the 
day,  as they stand with one leg on the ramped podium, looking in the 
ankleangled mirror  and admir ing.  I  te l l  my son I  wi l l  d ig h is  grave, 
that  the wor ld is  h is ,  he should go and l ive .  I  don’ t  see my son again 
af ter  that .  He takes a f l ight  to India and eventual ly  the emai ls  s top. 
I  become qui te def t  at  se l l ing shoes and star t  to look for ward to the 
contours and odours of  the publ ic ’s  feet .  I  r i se to a manager ia l  ro le 
and begin to fee l  comfor table .

 Ever y day,  I  t read the t i les  by the shop front ,  s tepping harder 
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where the grave wi l l  be.  K ick ing wi th my heels .  Repeatedly,  I  drop my 
keys down onto the same t i le ,  wai t ing for  a crack .  When i t  f ina l ly 
comes I  d ig and turn the sharpest  edge of  my shoe down into the 
cav i ty.  The crack becomes two,  three;  radia l ly  connected.  I  fee l  proud 
and wish my son could see me now, provid ing.  Bending down and 
pick ing away f ragments of  mater ia l  f rom between the cracks ,  power 
surges through me.  T iny l ightn ing forks of  act ion.

 Seven years pass before the announcement reaches me.  My son 
has d ied in Canada,  burnt  down in a house f i re in Newfoundland.  His 
ashes are to be repatr iated.  I  take a day’s  compass ionate leave,  which 
I  spend smacking my forehead against  the t i le  outs ide the German 
shoe shop.  At  ten-th i r ty  I  am taken away to be given hot dr inks , 
gr ievance counsel l ing and a b lanket .

 To th is  day,  a l though now demoted,  I  cont inue to work at  the 
German shoe shop.  Before leav ing for  work each morning I  take a 
few spoonfuls  of  my son f rom his  box on the din ing room table and 
transpor t  them to the por table t in in my pocket .  At  ever y avai lable 
moment ,  especia l ly  in the quiet  seasons,  I  dash outs ide and pour and 
press p ieces of  my son into h is  f i ssure in the shopping arcade.

 
About the author 

Lydia Unswor th  has had shor t  s tor ies publ ished in Pank,  K i l lAuthor,  Mudlusc ious 

Press ,  and Rainy Ci ty  Stor ies among others ,  and prose poetr y publ ished in Sentence: 

A Journal  of  Prose Poet ics .  Her f i r s t  novel  was shor t l i s ted for  publ icat ion by MudLus-

c ious Press ,  however,  to date remains unpubl ished/se l f-publ ished.  She is  current ly 

s tudying for  an MA in Creat ive Wri t ing at  the Univers i ty  of  Sa l ford,  and works as a 

Communicat ion Suppor t  Worker across the univers i t ies  of  Greater  Manchester.

www.pippiinthedoghouse.tumblr.com

First  prize:  2015
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Second prize:  2015

D
The Fly Kitchen

Finn Jackson

Af ter  a day spent cooking wi th sugar and agar,  Susan str ips of f  her 
latex g loves and returns home. Over the past  four months ,  s ince 
star t ing at  the lab,  her appet i te for  cu l inar y adventure has increased: 
jars ,  boxes and packets  have sprouted f rom her k i tchen counters  and 
the cupboards are grown ear thy wi th root veg.  Her f r idge is  a 
menager ie of  animal  and plant  produce.  Susan picks her ingredients 
for  the evening and the a i r  f i l l s  wi th the s izz le of  gar l ic  in o l ive o i l . 
She tears  through fresh bas i l  and dashes dark l ines of  balsamic across 
two plates – one for  herse l f  and one for  Tom. They share a bott le  of 
wine and for  desser t  they suck manuka honey f rom each other ’s 
f ingers .  In the n ight ,  Susan dreams of  a man with wings and bulbous 
br ick-red eyes .  He of fers  her h is  hand but the way h is  mal formed head 
quick-twi tches s ide-tos ide s ickens her and she turns away.
 The next  day,  surrounded by grey steel  pans and the 
cataract-sheen of  industr ia l  p last ics ,  Susan tr ies  to push the dream 
from her mind.  She th inks back to the n ight the spice rack burst  and 
Tom made v igorous love to her on the f loor – papr ika and 
turmer ic  dust ing their  sk in .  She smi les ,  press ing a hand to the sof t 
swel l  of  her s tomach – not car ing i f  i t ’s  food,  baby,  or  both.  The 
t imer p ings ,  prompt ing her to read the temperature of  the drosophi la 
mix .  At  65°C she adds the n ipogen and propionic ac id ,  then pours the 
l iquid into v ia ls .  She leaves the batch to set  at  room temperature and 
hangs up her lab coat ,  wonder ing what she should make for  d inner.
 The f ru i t- f ly  man crawls  into her dream again.  His  body is  sunk 
low to the ground and he has s ix  l imbs a l l  ending in hands.  She tr ies 
to run f rom him but he fo l lows,  a l ternat ing between scutt le  and f l ight . 
Susan wakes up sweat ing.  Moving quiet ly,  so as not to d is turb Tom, 
she t iptoes downsta i r s .  The food she f inds she eats  cold,  raw
and with her f ingers .  T info i l  and c l ing-f i lm wrappings fa l l  –  shrunk and 
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Second prize:  2015

withered as winter  leaves to land at  her feet .  She hears Tom tread into 
her f r idge- l ight  shadow and she wi l l s  h im on,  eat ing a l l  the whi le .  The 
f ru i t- f ly  man l ingers in her mind.  But  then Tom is  there,  h is  hands on 
her h ips ,  h is  teeth on her neck.  She c loses her eyes – a sun-dr ied 
tomato on her tongue.
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
About the author 

Finn Jackson  has an MA in Creat ive Wri t ing f rom Lancaster  Univers i ty.  Prev ious ly 

Edi tor  for  Cake Magazine (poetr y /  f lash f ic t ion /  comment and rev iew) she has 

recent ly  jo ined the edi tor ia l  team at  The Cadaver ine Magazine (an onl ine plat form 

promot ing work f rom young wr i ters ) .  As wel l  as  wr i t ing she l ikes to draw,  paint  and 

take photographs – you can f ind her at  www.paperscreens.wordpress.com
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Third prize:  2015

D
Dust

Abi Hynes

 The morning af ter  her wedding,  you wake up to f ind your house 
is  empty.  No a larm has woken you;  your mobi le phone is  miss ing,  and 
so is  the beds ide table where you lef t  i t .  In  your bedroom, only the 
bed remains ,  and the sheets  and pi l lows are coated in a layer of  dust .

 You go downsta i r s ,  and a l l  the furn i ture is  gone.  The l ight 
swi tches ignore you.  You tr y the tap in the k i tchen,  and i t  sputters , 
l ike i t ’s  drawing water  f rom ver y far  away.  There are no glasses in the 
cupboard,  so to dr ink you bend your head and lap f rom i t  l ike a cat .

 You put on your c lothes f rom the n ight before,  and go outs ide. 
The street  fee ls  unfami l iar,  and as you walk your usual  route into the 
v i l lage,  you see nobody you recognise .  The a i r  i s  ver y s t i l l .  The 
warmth of  i t  on your sk in makes you feel  inv is ib le .

 You keep walk ing.  You pass a house you feel  l ike you remember. 
You can picture the shape of  the rooms ins ide;  the sat is f y ing gleam 
of  the wooden f loors ,  the narrow sta i rcase leading to the at t ic .  In the 
large garden,  v is ib le through the gate,  are two br ight  g i r l s  wi th her
eyes and someone e lse ’s  d is t inct ive jawl ine.  They’re absorbed in a 
game they wouldn’ t  be able to ar t icu late i f  you asked them to.  The 
lawn beneath them has become a deser t ,  t ransformed by the touch of 
thei r  bare feet .  One is  being pat ient  wi th the other ;  you can see i t  in 
the furrow of  her forehead;  in the smi le she’s  learned from grownups.

 The house beckons you,  but  you walk on.  The lane is  neglected 
and overgrown,  and the hedgerows hang heavy and th ick to burst ing 
wi th thei r  unplucked f ru i t .  Your footsteps make no sound,  and the 
soon-depar t ing swal lows swir l  and dip too c lose above your head. 
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 As you approach the farmhouse café ,  the memor y of  Cream Teas 
c l ings s ick ly  to your tongue.  You know the pais ley pattern of  the table 
c loths ,  c lashing wi th her sk i r t ;  the gleam of  her r ings and pol ished 
nai l s  rest ing by the sugar bowl .  You remember not ic ing that  her hands 
were older,  and dare not look down at  your own as they swing loosely 
at  your s ides .

 You feel  watched as you reach the crossroads,  but  though the 
s ign is  out ,  a l l  the windows are dark .  A f igure passes quick ly  behind 
the cowsheds… But perhaps not ,  because there ’s  no one,  when you 
bl ink .

You unravel  your t ie  and put i t  in  your pocket .  You want to shout ,  to 
rouse someone,  to ask them ‘Can you see me?’.  But  you f ight  the urge, 
afra id that  i f  you tr y,  you’ l l  make no sound.
 
When you f ind her,  she’s  an old woman.  She’s  s i t t ing on a bench 
outs ide the l ibrar y as i f  she’s  been wai t ing for  you,  a l l  th is  t ime.  Her 
hands are pale and cold,  and you hold them for a whi le .

 

About the author 

Abi Hynes  i s  a drama,  f ic t ion and poetr y wr i ter  based in Manchester.  She runs 

theatre and f i lm company Faro Productions  and cabaret  col lect ive First  Draf t .  Her 

work has been featured in a range of  pr int  and onl ine publ icat ions ,  inc luding The 

Molotov Cockta i l ,  The Fable Onl ine,  Spelk F ict ion and Foxhole Magazine,  and she re-

gular ly  per forms at  l ive l i terature n ights  around Manchester  and beyond.  Fol low her 

on Twit ter :  @AbiFaro
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First  prize:  2017

D
The Things We Don’t Say

Andrew Edgewor th

She sa id to meet her at  the nat ional  in an hour.
I  f ind her s i t t ing on a bench in f ront  of  a por tra i t  of  I r i s  Murdoch 
painted by Tom Phi l l ips .  I  s i t  next  to her.
“What are those f igures in the background?”
“ I t ’s  a backdrop,”  she expla ins .  “From Ti tan’s  paint ing,  the F lay ing of 
Marsyas .  She adored i t  so the ar t i s t  put  i t  in  h is  por tra i t  for  her.”
She knew I  d idn’ t  know what she was ta lk ing about .
“ I t ’s  f rom Ovid.  A contest  took place between Marsyas and 
Apol lo .  Marsyas found a set  of  reeds abandoned by Miner va.  He 
learned to play them so wel l  that  he chal lenged Apol lo to a musica l 
contest .  Apol lo agreed – but on condit ion that  the v ictor  wi l l  be able 
to punish the loser.  Marsyas lost .  Apol lo f layed Marsyas a l ive ,  s t r ipping 
h is  f lesh f rom his  bones,  inch by inch.”
She looks at  me br ief ly.
“She was f rom Dubl in you know, Phibsborough.  The only two famous 
th ings out of  the place were her and the Mount joy.”  That  wasn’ t  t rue 
but I ’d sa id i t  now. James Joyce and Eamonn de Valera l ived there too. 
“ I ’ve not read much of  her work .”  She says ,  s t i l l  look ing at  the por tra i t .
Someone enters  the room. Two people in fact ,  wi th young,  quick s teps .
She stands up and I  fo l low her.  Her rucksack is  too big;  the straps 
make i t  hang too low.
We are in the photographs col lect ion.  I  l i ke photographs.  I ’m not sure 
how much she does.  I  reca l l  she once sa id she only l ikes photographs 
of  herse l f  when she’s  looking away.
She stops at  a por tra i t  of  James Loy MacMi l lan.  I t ’s  in b lack and white 
and casts  shadows of  the notes of  one of  h is  composi t ions over the 
lef t  hand s ide of  h is  face.
 “Why do men have to be so stupid?”
“ I t ’s  in our nature I  suppose.”   I  just  sa id that .  Vocabular y I ’d never use. 
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Why?
She holds my hand.  I  th ink about the last  t ime I  saw her.  I t  was a long 
t ime ago,  maybe a year.  We went for  d inner in a French restaurant 
and drank too much red wine.  We k issed in Euston Stat ion before I 
boarded the t ra in .  I  sent  her s tupid text  messages,  the type a teenager 
would send.   She didn’ t  respond.
I  go to the to i let .  When I  wash my hands the water  i s  too hot and i t 
hur ts .
I  f ind her in a room star ing at  a por tra i t  of  Edi th Cavel l .
“ They stuf fed her dog,  Jack ,  you know. I t ’s  on disp lay in the Imper ia l 
War Museum.”
She says nothing.  We stay for  a whi le .  She ruf f les  the hair  on the back 
of  my neck,  then k isses my cheek and leaves . 

About the author

 

Andy Edgewor th i s  a  journal i s t  and PR profess ional  f rom Sale ,  Manchester.  He has 

been wr i t ing f lash and shor t  p ieces of  f ic t ion for  about f ive years and is  current ly 

work ing on a novel la .  This  i s  h is  f i r s t  publ ished work of  f ic t ion.  Inf luences inc lude 

Rober to Bolano,  Don DeLi l lo and Orhan Pamuk .

 

He works in heal thcare communicat ions and a lso wr i tes about the beaut i fu l  game. 

For more informat ion,  f ind h im on twi t ter  @RogerDisma l  or  v is i t  https://www.thes-

por tsman.com/contributors/andy-edgewor th 

First  prize:  2017
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Runner Up

DDefining Gravity 
Angela Nevi l le

“Stay wi th us ,”  someone says .  They’re ver y c lose.  Each word a d is t inct 
hot breath in my ear.  But  then they repeat i t  and now i t ’s  muff led as i f 
I ’m submerged.
I  remember being a k id bobbing under water  at  the local  swimming 
pool .  The sensat ion of  buoyancy reminded me of  the f i lm of  men 
walk ing on the moon.  A l iberat ing lack of  grav i ty.  And I  was fasc inated 
by the changes in sounds.  The c lear  mad jangle of  exc i ted voices 
above water  and the rumbl ing incoherent chaos of  going under. 
L ike a chi ld ’s  idea of  how Hel l  might sound. 
But  that ’s  k ind of  morbid and i t  wasn’ t  l ike that .
Stay wi th us .
I  intend too,  but  I  don’ t  th ink I ’ve got much choice anyway.  I  can see 
my leg ly ing just  over to my lef t .  From the knee downwards i t  looks 
f ine but sor t  of  abandoned,  l ike i t ’s  just  been casual ly  tossed there. 
Now i t ’s  detached,  I  th ink of  mannequins in shop windows;  a tangle of 
l imbs wai t ing to be arranged in commerc ia l ly  des i rable poses .
I  don’ t  l ike the idea of  i t  looking so discarded.  I  want to ask someone 
to pick i t  up,  put  i t  somewhere safe .  I  know i t  doesn’ t  belong to me 
anymore but i t ’s  been a good leg to me. 
I  hope i t  knew how much I  apprec iated i t ,  depended on i t .
In  an explos ive f lash of  b lood and gold my old l i fe  had ended.  I  see 
mysel f  in  the past  tense.   I  am now those random mannequin par ts , 
wai t ing to be reassembled. 
Now my mind goes back to the swimming pool .  Learning to adapt to a 
d i f ferent  e lement ;  the buoyancy of  f ly ing in a luc id dream, the languid 
grace of  s low mot ion.  And that  adjustment of  c l imbing out of  the wa-
ter,  fee l ing grav i ty  restored wi th the momentar y weight of  the whole 
wor ld .  Almost  unbearable .   Merc i fu l ly  br ief. 
Stay wi th us .
Am I  being given a choice?  I  need to concentrate .   I  fee l  mysel f 
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s ink ing,  being pul led down into a k ind s i lence.
“St i l l  wi th us?”
The voice sends a hypnic jerk through my system. I t  br ings me 
bouncing up through the sur face.  Dazzled by droplets ,  gasping.
And I  remembered they were the same sounds af ter  a l l .  I t  just 
depended on how you l i s tened to them.  
Something between fear and joy.   A scream of angels .
L ike a chi ld ’s  idea of  how Heaven might sound. 

 
 
 

 
About the author  

 

Angela Nevi l le  enjoyed success in young wr i ter ’s  fest iva ls  for  BBC Radio 4 and the 

Royal  Cour t  Theatre .  S ince 1994 she has been a member of  Essex Audio Theatre  as  a 

wri ter,  d i rector and actor for  independent radio drama. 

In 2012 her fantasy novel  The Season Saga  was publ ished.  In 2014 she col laborated 

wi th wr i ter ’s  Angela Howard and Jack ie Bar t let t  to create Can This  Be England?  a 

theatre and radio drama project . 

 www.beechleaf.net

Runner Up
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2nd Runner Up

DCoffee

Yasmin Inkersole

08:00.  Underground.  Nor thern l ine. 
The handrai l  i s  loose.  I t  takes h im 14 minutes and 8 seconds to walk 
f rom the stat ion to the h ideous bui ld ing on the Southbank,  h is  face 
ref lected in ever y window on the lower levels .  He looks t i red,  despi te 
a sol id n ight ’s  s leep.
Lucy nods at  h im from recept ion as he enters ,  l ike ever y morning. 
His  shoulders tense as he walks past .  They are “ just  f r iends”.  They are 
“ looking for  d i f ferent  th ings .” 
He takes the sta i r s ,  ascends three a i r-condi t ioned levels ,  crosses the 
corr idor and enters  h is  of f ice .  His  cactus i s  dy ing- he should water 
i t ,  but  there ’s  something sat is f y ing in watching i t  turn s lowly grey,  as 
though the colour of  the room is  b leeding into i t . 
He has just  logged onto the Tokyo account and is  s tar ing at  rows of 
numbers a l l  of  mass ive s igni f icance to somebody,  somewhere,  when 
Dunya br ings h im his  cof fee.  She won’t  be here long,  he th inks to 
h imsel f.  Her type- the type that  a lways gets  your mi lk  and sugar r ight , 
and pushes the t ro l ley a long without spi l l ing a drop- never s tays long. 
The way she smi les unner ves h im; Lucy’s  smi le i s  pract iced,  br ief, 
restra ined.  When Dunya smi les her crows’  feet  crease up,  and he can 
see r ight  to the f i l l ing on her back tooth.  A fa int  cof fee sta in obscures 
the words :  “Dunya Ogrenkoy” pr inted on her name badge- i t  i s  the 
only smudge in h is  of f ice . 
On ever y weekday bes ides Thursday he is  home at  17 :58.  Today is  a 
Thursday. 
He stops to buy a lot ter y t icket ,  and is  home 4 minutes later  than 
usual .  The TV has been on a l l  day;  he can’ t  s tand s i lence.  He pours a 
g lass of  red wine and opens the f r idge.
08:00.  Underground.  Nor thern l ine. 
The handrai l  i s  s t i l l  loose.  I t  takes h im 14 minutes and 8 seconds to 
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walk f rom the stat ion to the of f ice b lock .  None of  h is  numbers came 
up,  but  the lot ter y t icket  i s  s t i l l  in  h is  pocket .  Lucy nods,  Dunya smi les , 
the cactus i s  dy ing.  Lots  of  l i t t le  numbers . 
08:14 .  Underground.  Nor thern l ine.
“We are fac ing delays due to-”  the Tannoy voice pauses -  “a person on 
the t ra in t racks”.
He arr ives at  h is  desk at  09:43.  His  cactus i s  grey.
A large whi te envelope l ies  on h is  desk .  The let ter  ins ide is  br ief ;  i t s 
words screaming of f  the page.  L iquidat ion.  Human error.  New York 
account . 
Goss ip per vades ever y f loor of  the bui ld ing.
“ I t  was Brentwor th,  he input last  week’s  f igures th is  morning-”
“ I t ’s  thrown the whole market  out of  k i l ter-”
“ They found him as leep at  h is  desk-”
“Star ted raging about not gett ing h is  cof fee-”
11 :03.  He unlocks the f ront door,  s teps into h is  l iv ing room. The TV is 
on.
“ The su ic ide of  promis ing photography student Mehmet Ogrenkoy, 
who was h i t  by a t ra in th is  morning,  has prompted quest ions about the 
t reatment of  young immigrants-”
The news anchor b l inks out of  ex is tence as he h i ts  the power button.
He stands in the s i lence,  and th inks of  Brentwor th ’s  cof fee.

 

About the author

Yasmin Inkersole  i s  a 2016 Foyle Young Poet of  the Year and spends much of  her 

t ime work ing on novels  or  poetr y.  She a lways enjoys a chance to explore new modes 

of  wr i t ing and th is  s tor y i s  her f i r s t  venture into the rea lm of  f lash f ic t ion

Social  media :  Instagram yasmin_ inkersole

2nd Runner Up

45




