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 2026 Mattie Furphy Short Story Competition
Judge’s report – Brooke Dunnell

There were 113 entries in this year’s Mattie Furphy Short Story Competition, with submissions running the gamut from observational flash fiction to impressive feats of fantasy world-building in under 3,000 words. All the entries had something to recommend them, and it was exceedingly difficult to narrow the field down to the top six. 

Judging creative writing competitions like this one not only inspires me with the quality of Australian short fiction but also gives invaluable insight into what’s capturing writers’ imaginations at a particular moment in time. Among this year’s Mattie Furphy Short Story Competition entries were several stories featuring older people in decline as well as meditations on trees, plants, and other aspects of the natural world. Several protagonists fell pregnant to partners they no longer trusted, while inanimate objects were given perspective in other pieces.

For those looking for writing advice, the following broad tips may help with future submissions. Remember, however, that not placing in a highly competitive field doesn’t mean there’s anything ‘wrong’ with your story. Only around one in twenty of this year’s entries could be singled out for an award.

· While a short story should only be as long as it needs to be, the upper limits of the word count can create space for what really matters. It’s harder for very short pieces, with their associated restrictions, to compete with stories that have the capacity to demonstrate a wider range of literary elements. 

· Regardless of length, short fiction benefits from focusing on character and action in a way that connects with readers rather than being overt about themes and meaning. Some stories overexplained themselves or used a more formal register than the content required, putting readers at a distance. 

· Use every technique at your disposal to create a world: detail, dialogue, characterisation, setting, point of view, tense, style, pacing, and tone. Embed information into language choices so that each word carries more than its weight. 
· Add nuance to characters, even villains, especially if your primary character loved them once. Readers can be trusted to see how a relationship has darkened. 

· Make timelines clear, especially if you begin in the middle of action and then backtrack to provide exposition. 

· Finally, to show professionalism and investment in your work, always give it a final proofread before sending it off. 


Finalists 

First place: ‘The Water Getting Red’ – Chris Palazzolo
This experimental story, about a man returning to a pivotal moment from childhood on the last night of his life, uses vivid, complex detail to convey and merge two unique experiences. The narrator’s growing awareness of what’s happening, his confinement in his younger body, and the scene’s sudden shift from memory to death combine to create an accomplished, impactful piece.

Second place: ‘Fruit’ – Christabel Seneque
Humorous and compassionate at the same time, this episodic story tracks the gestation of a child from anticipatory delight to quiet tragedy. The prose is engaging and deceptively light, and the characters and their reactions feel authentic to a painfully common experience. Ultimately, this is a love story.

Third place: ‘The Periphery’ – Leila Riley Wright
Here, the cognitive decline of a once formidable woman is handled deftly through well-chosen description and tight pacing. Using close third-person to track the protagonist’s ascent from confusion into joy is highly effective, allowing readers to see both illusion and reality. 

Highly Commended: ‘A Matter of Taste’ – Faiza Bokhari
This feel-good origin story of a renowned Pakistani pizza chef is communicated through a distinct narrative voice, fluid action, and a precise, compelling sense of place. 

Highly Commended: ‘Entranced’ – Robyn Knibb
The technique of unreliable narration is deployed to wonderful effect in this tale of a scholar who is both obsessive and fickle. The aural imagery is especially convincing.

Highly Commended: ‘The Shadow Selves’ – Steve Pemberton
A crisply told work of speculative fiction, this story of a man who must repay his existential debts has echoes of Sisyphus in its well-earned, melancholic ending. 


Thank you to all of those who submitted for trusting me with your words and ideas, and to the Fellowship of Australian Writers Western Australia volunteers for your administration of this award—an unglamorous yet essential task. Creative writing awards and centres are vital to honing local literary talent and providing funding for writers, and I truly appreciate being invited to take part in this process.

Brooke Dunnell
10 June 2026

