
Spilt Ink Short Story Competition 2018 – Rosemary Stevens’ Report 
 
Firstly, I’d like to thank the committee for inviting me to adjudicate; it has been an 
absolute pleasure to read these stories, and difficult to whittle them down to the final 
five. There were so many I would like to have commended or placed, and many 
characters, images and situations that stay with me: a stolen kiss in a moonlit 
church, the ominous silence of the train that never arrives, a jungle mystery with a 
twist in its tail, and so many more. 
 
The elements we expect from a short story have been variously described. Chekov 
likened it to “swallowing a glass of vodka – a quick sharp intoxication” that can 
“change your perspective of the world” even briefly. And of course we read short 
fiction because we love good prose, strong imagery, concrete detail, real dialogue 
and people, or so it feels. The standard was high, with all these qualities richly 
represented. 
 
The element I was particularly alert to was the turning point moment, after which, to 
paraphrase writer and critic John L’Heureux, “Nothing will ever be the same again.” 
In other words, those stories that capture a defining moment – sometimes subtle, 
sometimes dramatic – when something changes forever. And, importantly, that thing 
is the relationship of the central character not only to others, but to themselves – a 
transformational moment, again, sometimes subtle, but definite, when they align with 
or depart from their best self, as it were. 
 
The five stories I’ve selected did this in a way that touched me, and was therefore 
potentially transformational for me too as a reader. Like the best short stories, I 
continue to think about these people, their world and relationships as they go on 
living beyond the final word. Here is my final selection: 
 
Highly Commended x 2:  
 
“The Promise” by Eugenia Howell; a compelling drama that personalises the broader 
political one. I like how the tight pace is nicely balanced with vivid and poetic 
imagery. 
 
“Moscow Heat” by Rod Mackay. A gripping read. The interior world of the spy 
protagonist is as convincing as the Moscow airport setting, both of which frame a 
very tense plot. I like how the inner change occurs well before the final twist. 
 
Third prize:  
 
“Christmas Cheer” by Tracey Feakes. I enjoyed being instantly transported into the 
elderly protagonist’s (Maeve’s) inner world, and the delicate balance of maintaining 
this whilst providing a youthful counter perspective via her nephew. The fact that this 
is managed through Maeve’s viewpoint creates a delicious irony. A warm and 
affectionate portrait with good use of detail. 
 
Second prize:  
 



“His Dog”, also by Tracey Feakes. Dialogue and description were highly effective in 
enlisting my sympathies for Will, the potentially ‘unlikable’ central character, avoiding 
stereotype and drawing me into the complexities of his world. The turning point 
conclusion was both unexpected and believable. 
 
First prize:  
 
“Looking for the Grain” by Josephine Clarke, a vivid and powerful story, beautifully 
crafted with not a wasted word. I love the way each image, gesture and tacit 
exchange build with the oppressive summer heat to convey a real sense of the 
family’s struggles to manage their farm on the edge of the bush. My heart went out to 
Teresa, the wife and mother at the centre of these difficult physical, economic and 
family dynamics. The final image stays with me of Teresa crushing walnuts in her 
bare hands as she contemplates the drying dam; has she reached a tipping point? 
And will she prevail? 
 
 
 
 


