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Celine Kiernan is the author of The Moorehawke Trilogy, the first title of which, The Poison Throne, won the Readers’ Association of Ireland Award for best book. Celine also wrote the multi-award-winning Into the Grey. She lives in rural Ireland where, despite being dyslexic, she writes about ghosts, talking animals and sometimes quite unpleasant things that go bump in the dark.

Tatyana Feeney is originally from North Carolina but now lives in Ireland. She has written and illustrated three picture books: Small Bunny’s Blue Blanket, Little Owl’s Orange Scarf and Little Frog’s Tadpole Trouble. Tatyana has two lively and enthusiastic children and a small dog, who thinks he is a large dog.
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I am not the one in need of playmates, you understand. The thought of children makes me shudder. Grabbish, clutching creatures with their love of tail pulling – most of them are beneath contempt.
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No, I am not doing this for myself; I am doing it for the girl. She is the only reason for these foolish, nightly journeys out into the cold.

The king does not prevent my leaving, though I know he would prefer I stay. This does not surprise me. The man does nothing these days but sit and stare into the fire. His people come daily to his rooms, hoping to rouse him to action; have him roaring about the battlements, directing soldiers and firing cannon, as he used to only recently. But he has given up.

His lack of spirit frightens his people. Without him, they think they will lose the war. They are right, but I couldn’t care less about their war. The king’s lap is warm, and he is content for me to stay there as long as I wish – what more does a cat need from a man? Except perhaps a morsel or two to eat.

Slim chance of that these days.

The sun has been down for hours, and the air is chilly as I drop from the window on to the snow-muffled roof. Snow. Bah! No self-respecting cat with even half a brain goes out in snow if they can help it. It is already almost belly-deep as I pick my way along the parapets, and it is falling still, drifting like fat feathers from a starless sky. Those surfaces not snow-covered are already bitter with frost. I have left a warm fire and velvet-lined lap to be out here. I deserve a medal. Whatever a medal is. Something to be fondly wished for, if the soldiers are to be believed.

Mind you, I am sure I look very handsome – sleek and black against the white. Certainly I leave very pretty footprints. Perhaps snow is not too bad – aesthetically speaking, that is. The footprints will be useful – or I hope they will. I’m not certain what I will do if this latest attempt proves a failure.

The night is peaceful, with nothing to disturb its stillness but the shush and hiss of the waves at the base of the cliffs, and the whispering fall of snow.

The king’s quarters are on the quiet side of the castle – its walls rising straight from the cliffs with nothing beneath them but a dizzying drop to the sea. Despite this, one can clearly hear the cannon fire and screaming that rises daily from the battlefield beyond the courtyards. The noise used to bother the girl. She used to cover her head with a pillow; her mother would encourage her to sing, and so they would attempt to defeat the cacophony of war with nothing but nursery rhymes and hymns. At such times, I was never certain which irritated me more: the soldiers’ crashing about or the women’s enthusiastic warbling. It was all enough to make one want to jump into the sea.

Ah well, such sounds have not troubled me for a while. These days all is stillness, even during daylight hours – stillness and listening, and besieged humans anxiously peering from watchtowers of burnt stone to the scattered flicker of the campfires on the other side. They are waiting for something; some great final moment that their enemies are constructing beyond the wall. The last explosive step in this hungry war. It will end them all. They are powerless to stop it.

I could walk round the battlements, if I chose, and reach the front of the castle that way. The sentries used to like me to do so. “Féach!” they would say. “Caitín an bhanprionsa.” “Look! The princess’s little cat.” Even during battle my presence used to cheer them. I have had soldiers pet me and croon to me even as they hid from rains of arrows. I have had them share their hasty dinners, gently offering scraps of meat with fingers stained with human blood. There have been no dinners for many a day now, and the soldiers have grown less than kind. So I no longer bother with them. Instead, I pick my way across the moon-bright roof, heading for the broken wall that will be my stairway to the ground; its tumbled stones make a convenient shortcut down into the courtyard.

There is much rubble down here now. It makes getting from place to place an interesting experience. For a while, rats abounded, sneaking and skittering about within the debris. I quite like the occasional rat. They are fun to fight and are very tasty. But the humans have long since eaten every one.

Selfish creatures.

Through the bombed-out tennis courts I go, across the ruined chapel, and up to the top of the graveyard wall. Everything here is fattened by the snow; the tall grave-markers and the flat-topped crypts. Even the stone angels are gentled by it, their outflung wings made soft and softer still as the great white flakes sift down.

Within the graveyard the girl is playing tennis. She has only one racquet these days and no partner to play with, so she hits
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We opened a creative writing centre in Dublin’s inner city in January 2009. We called it Fighting Words – a temporary name that immediately felt like a good idea. We didn’t conduct extensive market research to see if it was wanted. Nor did we seek to align it with the formal education system. We took our belief in the enterprise from ‘Shoeless’ Joe Jackson, in Field of Dreams: “If you build it, they will come.”

We wanted to address the absence of outlets for children and young adults in Dublin to engage with creative writing, and the lack of time allowed for it in the school curriculum. It seemed daft, in a country that prides itself in being a land of writers, that there was so little space for writing.

From the very beginning, the interest has been colossal. We host 10,000 students each year – mainly children and young adults – at creative-writing workshops and programmes. They are all free. Most of the students come with their schools, but we also host sessions outside of school time attended by a wide range of special-needs groups, as well as individual children and teenagers. Our tutors and mentors are volunteers. We have more than 400 of them.

We had our own inspiration: we’d visited 826 Valencia in San Francisco, a creative-writing centre established by the author Dave Eggers. We’d loved what we’d seen being done there – the way little kids were invited to put pen to paper, and the way monosyllabic teenagers were persuaded to write thousands of their own words. Since that project launched, similar creative-writing centres have opened all over the world: as well as our own Fighting Words here in Dublin, there are centres in Milan, Stockholm, London, Barcelona, Paris, Copenhagen, Amsterdam and Sydney, with plans for ones in Belfast, Vienna and Buenos Aires. All of these creative-writing centres are linked together informally. They communicate regularly, sharing ideas and experience.

Writing is a solitary occupation – eventually. But having witnessed it again and again over the last five years, we know that if it begins as a collective exercise, as a bit of fun, then by the time the children start to write by themselves, they produce better, more confident work. They’ve seen what they can do, the simple things that can make a good line brilliant, and they’re keen to give it a go themselves.

Quite soon after we opened, often at the suggestion of artists from other disciplines who wanted to get involved, we started to run programmes tailored towards other types of writing, including film scripts, plays, graphic novels, radio drama, journalism, songwriting and film animation. As with those we run for creative writing, the demand by children to participate is consistently staggering, and their creativity is extraordinary.

We think creative writing is an essential part of every child’s education. We want to give as many children as possible the opportunity to engage with their imaginations and see what possibilities are then opened up for them. Fighting Words is not state-funded, and our existence is dependent on people who believe passionately in what we do – like the writers and artists who have written and illustrated these brilliant stories. We are especially grateful to a great friend of Fighting Words, Sarah Webb – the creative- and driving force behind this wonderful collection.

Roddy Doyle & Seán Love

 All profits made from the sale of this book go to Fighting Words, a registered charity.


If you enjoyed this story, then tap the cover below for more tales of adventure, magic and wonder …
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