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The title might suggest a gangsterish brutality, but the mood of 

Sawn-Off Tales is much gentler, one of regret, disappointment and 

disillusionment.  Even in ‘A Good System’, where a waitress in 

Kendal’s Café observes a fracas amongst the customers, the focus 

is more on the witnesses than the participants.  Set in a range of 

urban settings, in nightclubs and shops, on management courses, 

during PowerPoint presentations or in the bedroom, Gaffney’s 

stories all share a concern with language, signs and 

miscommunication.  The protagonist in ‘Little Jan’ is worried that 

her colleagues distinguish her from the new Janet in the office by 

labelling her ‘Big Jan’, with all that might imply; in ‘Smells Like’ the 

narrator misinterprets sound advice on not using male deodorants 

and then misreads the signals from women he’s trying to attract.  

‘The Way You Say “Park”’ turns, as the title suggests, on 

pronunciation, but also on the gap between sign and signifier. 

 This is a collection that lingers in the mind, and the stories 

belong together, like pieces of a surreal jigsaw; they seem to fit, 

and yet they never slot neatly into position.  They are puzzles 

without solutions; and the best of them end with bafflement rather 

than the killer punchline.  In ‘Last Chance to Turn Around’, a 

middle-aged woman approaches a DJ to return a record.  She turns 

out to be an old acquaintance; but although she’s been a regular at 

the club, he’s failed to recognise her.  While a few stories are more 

outlandish – ‘Into the World’, ‘The Man Whose Head Expanded’ 

– most are rooted in this type of small incident, in double takes 

and perplexities, hinting at emotional depths that must remain 

undeclared.  A few stories could, perhaps, have been even shorter.  



I finished the first page of ‘With Tongues’ with a sense of 

satisfaction, only to turn over and find there was more.  I think 

this was more than a problem of layout; but stories of this length 

really belong on one page, even if that means reducing the 

typeface.  But this is a minor quibble; I look forward to seeing 

what Gaffney does next. 

 

Ailsa Cox 
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