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First Prize

This by Sophie Nicholls
When I ask myself

who I am and if I am

large enough,

brave enough,

hopeful enough,

it is the things I can touch

that answer: the inside

of a white shell,

the place in the pebble

that is made for a finger

or a tongue. Others

rub sticks together,

make sparks and fire.

That is not my way.

I like to turn

the undersides
of stones. I like to stand

in a corner of a field

after rain, watching

its swell under the sky,

feeling the tall grass

breathe. I like

leaf-mould, clay, 

horse-dung. I like

all that is still

unploughed,

unloved by hand

or eye, everything

that still needs

to be sung.

Runner Up

The Second Element by Nina Boyd

We were never allowed more than one bar: not

when the windows were frosted on the inside; not

when Billy had pneumonia and nearly died; not even

when Dad won the Pools.

Set into the wall between our beds the electric fire

interrupted the nursery frieze, its green enamel

separating Mickey from Minnie. Underneath the bars

were two switches, their legends- ON/OFF, ONE/TWO-

worn away except for TWO, its shiny black paint

never touched. We dared each other from under

our icy Paisley eiderdowns to see if the second bar

worked the same: ticked as it heated, a section

in the middle slower to redden than the rest.

But they always knew downstairs what we were thinking.

Dad kept a long strip of Meccano on the lintel;
and he wasn’t afraid to use it.

The night Dad had to take Mum to the hospital, Mrs Perkiss

came in to sit downstairs. She wheezed like an old horse

even when she wasn’t moving. We knew she wouldn’t come up.

Billy said I should do it, because I was the youngest. I said

he should do it, because he was a boy. He couldn’t argue with that.

The second bar came on as if it couldn’t wait, glowed scarlet

as the Wicked Stepmother’s apple, spitting off years of dust

with a furious smell of burning. The heat was terrific, too hot

to let a hand get near the switch. Billy whimpered, even though

he was a boy. I ran downstairs for the thick glove Mum used

to pull the roast out of the oven. Mrs Perkiss was sitting 

at the kitchen table with the Evening Post, smoking a cigarette

and drinking something dark brown. She didn’t even see me.

The fireman was nearly too big to climb through the window,

but they managed to rescue us. Mrs Perkiss was arrested

for setting a house on fire and leaving the children to burn.

We couldn’t go back. There was nothing left. The Council

gave us a flat with an extra bedroom and central heating,

but we weren’t allowed to turn it on.

Not even when it was freezing cold.

Not even at Christmas.

Not until Dad died.
Runner Up

Portrait (after Cagley Robinson)  by Michael McCarthy

The lakeshore curves to the shape

of an angel’s waist. A medallion moon

sends its blood-orange beam across the water

to where the sheep gather and the shepherds

with their lamp and water-jar watch over them.

The girl shepherd is barefoot, holding a lamb,

her free hand circles the white bark of a beech.

Behind, a cluster of boulders offer them shelter.

Christmas is coming and knife crime is down

the statistics claim. Which is what Herod said

to the three wise men before he sent his soldiers

with knives to carry out what they were good at.

Blood splatters the uneven streets of Ramah again,

Rachel weeping for her children. The commander

calls it hysteria, as the Red Cross are kept at bay

and absent cameras silence the decibels of grief.

Meanwhile, you write you long haul Christmas cards,

remembering Lake Michigan: how the waters froze

until stalagmites lined along the Chicago shoreline,

recalling the stalactite candelabras of your childhood

the wax-melt drooping over turnip candle-stands,

in the lit windows of farmhouses across the valley.

Toureen, Lissane snd Bawnahow. Willie Paul’s.

Jerry Charley’s. Dan Dan’s. Michael Paddy’s.

