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Siobhán Parkinson has been writing books for children for twenty years and was Ireland’s first Laureate na nÓg, Children’s Laureate. Apart from being an award-winning author and illustrator, she is also a publisher and translator of children’s books. When she isn’t writing, she likes to cook, eat, drink, sleep, sing and learn languages. Siobhán lives in Dublin with her husband, who is a wood turner, and without her grown-up son, who does mysterious things with words in England.

Olwyn Whelan is a children’s book illustrator living in Dublin with her husband and two children. She has been shortlisted twice for the Children’s Books Ireland Award for children’s books. Her latest book is Spellbound, written by Ireland’s first Children’s Laureate, Siobhán Parkinson.
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Someone had dressed the icicles. Well, decorated them anyway, with ribbony wisps of fabric, so that it looked as if small colonies of fairies had taken up residence in the trees.
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The children came rushing out of school, delighted with the snowy park. It was thigh high on the littlest ones, and had drifted deep in corners. The playground was locked, though. ‘Health and safety’ a hurried note flapping on the bars of the gate announced gloomily. But the children didn’t really mind. All the swings and slides had grown a thick white fur, like static polar bears – only more glistening – and anyway the icy paths were far more inviting than playground slides.

The sky bent low and purplish over the park, but there would be light enough to play by for an hour or two yet, the biggest children informed the youngest ones, who wondered how it was that larger people always seemed to know so much: they could even tell the future, it seemed.

It was one of the very smallest children, though, who first noticed the fairies in the trees.

“Look,” he said, pointing a small damp finger up into the air – and if you are an older child, which you must be if you can read this, you have probably noticed that the fingers of much younger children usually are rather damp, though there really is no very good reason why they should be, but there you go, life is full of mysteries.

“Fairies,” announced the small child, quite matter-of-factly, as if that was an interesting enough sort of discovery, but after all only to be expected when the weather turned cold. For all he knew – he never had experienced snow before – fairies were part of the package, like frost patterns on the windscreens and water you could walk on.

“Don’t be silly,” the older children said (practising for being grown-ups), for they had experienced snowy weather before and knew that fairies were not a weather phenomenon.

“No, wait, he’s right,” said a middling-sized child (who happened to be the small boy’s sister, and knew he didn’t say silly things – or not much). She was looking where the small boy was pointing. Brian was his name, but unfortunately he was usually referred to as Brain at school. “There really are fairies.”

“Ice fairies,” Brain – I mean Brian – explained.

Then all the children looked up into the trees, and, sure enough, remarkably, every tree, it appeared, was populated by ice fairies. Not even the eldest children, and one or two of them might have been as old as ten – which is double digits, and thus in a different category entirely – not even they could deny that there were indeed fairies in the trees in the park where they played every afternoon and where a fairy had never before been encountered. This was very strange. It might even be a matter that would eventually have to be referred to the grown-ups.

There was a hurried consultation among the double-digit children. The question was this: should they climb up on each other’s shoulders and make a human pyramid so the top child could reach the fairies? Bartholomew was for the human pyramid. He’d seen it in books, and he’d always wanted to do it, but he’d never been able to get his friends to cooperate. Here was the perfect opportunity. But Leonora (Brain’s sister) said, very sensibly for a child still only in the single digits, that a human pyramid was a dangerous enough prospect in good weather, but could only end in broken noses and sprained ankles at the very LEAST, she warned, in a very double-digit kind of way, “in these conditions”.

“What are conditions?” asked Brain, sucking his finger.

“Weather,” said Petronella. “Bad weather.”

So then there was an argument about whether snow constituted bad or good weather.

“Good for sliding,” said Bartholomew.

“Good for snowflakes,” added Petronella, who never could be consistent.

“Good for snowballs,” Brain chipped in, taking his finger out of his mouth for a brief moment.

“Bad for driving,” observed Petronella, remembering which side she was supposed to be on.

“Bad for feet,” said Leonora.

“Feet?” asked several people.

“They get cold,” explained Leonora, “and wet.”

“Bad for fingers,” added Brain, looking at his as if he thought they might freeze up at any moment.

The children’s conversation about the nature of snowy weather meandered on. But of course they weren’t sitting round a table having this discussion. They were sliding up and down the park paths. They were chucking snowballs at each other and even, in one very sad case, stuffing handfuls of snow down the neck of Brain’s jumper. Some of them were standing in the middle of the snow-carpeted lawn with upturned faces and open mouths, hoping it would snow right on to their tongues. Leonora and Petronella were building an igloo behind a tree. Or at least, they were having a civilised discussion about the best way to build an igloo, which comes to much the same thing.

So busy were the children that they forgot all about the ice fairies and they did not notice how the afternoon light thickened and thickened and the purplish sky turned deep, dark grey and silently, silently, the great black cloud over the world started to flake, astonishingly, into large white butterflies and drift, drift, drift, down into the mouths of the most patient of the waiting-on-the-lawn-with-upturned-faces children, until someone, possibly Petronella, suddenly announced, as if it were the most unexpected turn of events, “It’s snowing!” and the children threw their caps in the air – those who had caps, but they mostly had hoods, so it was not exactly a storm of caps – and whooped and cheered and danced.

And as the snowflakes fell and fell and fell, the ice fairies hung silently in the trees, their ribbony clothes flittering softly around them, until at last the children’s feet and fingers were too cold and it was time to go home to get warm, and they all turned tail and ran out of the park – all except Brian, who had stopped to say goodbye to the ice fairies. Just then the park attendant came clanging by with his closing-time bell, and nobody noticed as an old man wearing a bowler hat and a grey waistcoat shuffled off a park bench and made for the gates of the park. Nobody saw him raising his hat to the park attendant as he went through the gate – not Brian, who was still staring up at the ice fairies, not even the park attendant, who was looking in the opposite direction just at that particular moment – and nobody noticed a trail of golden ribbon that dangled from the old man’s pocket as he made his way home.
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Brian raised his small damp hand and waggled his fingers at the fairies. “Good night,” he whispered into the dusk, and then he turned and ran off after his friends.


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