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Beyond the Stars is unique.
Why did twenty-three stellar children’s writers and illustrators band together to show their love and support for Fighting Words, a creative writing centre in the heart of Dublin city?
That’s easy. Because, like this book, Fighting Words is unique. As Roddy Doyle, the centre’s co-founder, says, “It’s a big bright room. In an area that needs a big bright room. In a climate that needs a big bright room.”
Fighting Words is a remarkable place that provides free tutoring in creative writing to all ages, but most especially to children and teenagers. It gives young writers a voice and helps them to reach their creative potential. And above all, it’s fun.
In January 2009 I volunteered at Fighting Words’ very first Primary School Workshop. The room was so full of creativity, joy and optimism I thought my heart would burst. With the help of a storyteller, an illustrator and a team of volunteers, each of the children involved wrote their own book. On the back of each book (every young writer was given their own copy to take home – complete with wonderful full-colour illustrations) was a photograph of the child’s smiling face and a blank box for them to add their very own writer’s biography. Leaving the centre, their faces shone with happiness.
Since that first workshop, I have volunteered at Fighting Words whenever I can. I have always left that big bright room inspired, uplifted and with a joyful heart. This book is my thank you to the centre, for creating a haven of the imagination – my love letter to Fighting Words if you like. I hope they will allow me to continue to be a small part of the magic for many years to come. A huge thank you must also go to Roddy Doyle and Sean Love for their help with this book.
Beyond the Stars would not exist without the superstar writers and illustrators behind this collection – all of whom said yes to contributing without hesitation. Yes, Chris Haughton, it was a little like “herding cats” at times, but very cool and lovely cats! Thanks to the team: Roddy Doyle and Steve Simpson; Derek Landy and Alan Clarke; John Boyne and Paul Howard; Judi Curtin and Chris Judge; Eoin Colfer and Marie-Louise Fitzpatrick; Marita Conlon-McKenna and P. J. Lynch; Michael Scott and Chris Haughton; Gordon Snell and Michael Emberley; Celine Kiernan and Tatyana Feeney; Oisín McGann; Siobhán Parkinson and Olwyn Whelan; and finally, Niamh Sharkey, who illustrated our competition-winner Emma Brade’s story. Mammoth thanks also to Ruth Alltimes, Mary Byrne and their supernova team at HarperCollins Children’s Books for their hard work and support of what is a highly unusual project. And to my wonderful agent, Philippa Milnes-Smith, for her hand-holding and enthusiasm for the book.
As the Irish writer Oscar Wilde once said: “We are all in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars.” With your wonderful work for this collection, you have all reached for the stars, and ‘Beyond’. Together, we have created a glowing universe of space dogs and ice queens, invisible cats and warriors brave.
Now it is up to you, dear reader, to continue the journey. Read the magical stories within these pages and let your imagination fly.
Sarah Webb





Eoin Colfer is best known for the Artemis Fowl series, which has topped the bestseller lists around the world and won numerous awards. He has also written the WARP series and the Legends series for younger readers, as well as crime books for adults. He lives in Wexford, Ireland, with his wife Jackie, his sons Finn and Seán and an overactive imagination. Eoin is currently the Irish Children’s Laureate, Laureate na nÓg.
Marie-Louise Fitzpatrick is an author and illustrator. Her publications include the picture books There, The Sleeping Giant, I’m a Tiger Too! and I Am I, and the novels Timecatcher, Dark Warning and Hagwitch. Her work has won the CBI Book of the Year Award four times. Marie-Louise lives in County Wicklow, Ireland.

I am writing this down because Dick is such a pain in the neck. Everything has to be his way or go back to where you came from. He would break the sky if he could, and throw back the waves from the black rocks below our hut. He is what we call stubborn as a bent nail, with a look in his eyes that would scare cows. And cows are generally too stupid to be scared even on their way to the slaughterhouse. Dick says write it down. So I am.

Americans love the poor Irish bit, says Dick. And your pathetic story has all the ingredients for a Hollywood movie. An orphan farmed out to a crazy old man. Gold dust. Also when you are occupied scribbling in that notebook I can listen to The Archers in peace.
Not that I am an orphan, technically. But my father is gone, and my mother might as well be, for all the good she’s done me.
I wanted to put this story down in order, but Dick says no. Start with a bang and fill in the past through flashbacks. People will be so impressed with the first episode that they’ll be willing to sit through the boring bits.
I asked Dick when he became such an expert on literature, and he shot me one of his cow-scaring looks.
So I am going to begin with the robbery of the post office in the village of Lock or I will not get any supper. I want you to imagine that it is a cold January morning. People are just starting to queue up with their pension books, and across the street in our stolen Morris Minor, Mammy is loading her Webley revolver.
Lock. South-East Ireland. 1955.
That day was my birthday. Fourteen years old. And to celebrate, Mammy was bringing me along on a job. Her first post-office robbery.
“I’m only doing this because I love you, my Winter baby,” she said, slotting another bullet into the Webley revolver’s chamber. “Some mothers would leave their little boys at home, but I want us to do things together.
“You are to be my blue-eyed lookout,” Mammy continued, licking her fingers to smooth my hair. “If you see a fat sergeant waddling down the street, you beep the horn. Then I can be ready for him inside the door.”
I didn’t want to be in a criminal gang, but I didn’t want to see Mammy dragged off to lady prison because I kept my smart ideas to myself either, so I said:
“One beep could be any old horn. Why don’t I sound three beeps?”
Mammy leaned her forehead against mine, her blonde wig tickling my nose.
“Three beeps then, my little genius.”
She tucked a few red curls under the wig, finishing the outfit with movie-star sunglasses.
I caught her hand before she could leave.
“Mammy. Don’t hurt any people. Just one shot into the ceiling if any of the farmers get cocky. Promise?”
Mammy hid the pistol inside a deep pocket. “No hurting. I promise. Ceiling shots only. My present to you, my darling Charley.”
I wanted to say something important. Something clever that could change our lives.
“Mammy. This is not a movie. Being shot hurts.”
At fourteen of course I knew the difference between real life and the movies, but I don’t think my mother did. She propped the sunglasses on her forehead for a moment. There was a tear in one eye, hanging there like a speck of ice. This was one of my mother’s favourite looks and she could summon a tear instantly. There were plenty of sad memories to draw on. “Of course this is a movie, baby. It’s all a movie. We’ll be happy ever after in the end. I promise.”
Then she kissed her finger and rubbed it on my nose. A straight kiss on the nose would ruin her lipstick, and Mammy didn’t like that. She even wore make-up to bed, in case the guards came for her.
I watched her cross the main street. Wrapped up in wartime tweed and dreams of Hollywood. Mammy once told me that she played movie soundtracks in her head when life wasn’t interesting enough. I heard her hum fade as she drifted away from me.
I slid across into the driver’s seat, laying my hand on the horn. Gently though. A false alarm would be a disaster. I had often played the lookout before. Outside petrol stations and chemist shops. Easy pickings, Mammy called them. The attendants never remembered anything except the movie-star smile, and maybe the revolver tickling their noses. The papers had even given Mammy a nickname: Sal Capone, they called her. Mammy liked that. She even kept the newspaper clippings in the lining of her suitcase with our stash of pound notes.
A post office.
We were sticking up a post office.
Petrol stations were one thing but some post offices had wires running straight to the police station. One fast hand on the alarm button and five minutes later they would be dragging Mammy down the street, her high heels cutting tracks in the morning frost. It would not be like a movie. It would be like life in Ireland: cold and hard and with no happy ending. She would be thrown into a grey prison where the women’s hands were raw and skinned from scrubbing, and their backs bent from hard labour.
No more powder puffs. No blood-red lipstick.
My mother was not strong enough for prison. Keeping me safe from my father had used up all her strength.
My father: a devil with knuckles like walnuts and a gold tooth that he stole from a dead man’s mouth.
He was on our trail and the only way my mother could keep going was to turn our lives into a movie with a happy ending.
But there were no happy endings.
Even a fourteen-year-old boy knew that.
I pulled up my knees and sat hunkered on the driver’s seat trying to concentrate on my job.
I was a lookout, I told myself, that was all.
That possibly wasn’t even a sin. Being a lookout probably did not even require a visit to confession. Lookouts were more or less innocent bystanders in unusual circumstances.
I did not believe it for a second. Neither would the law. I often woke from tangle-sheet dreams where the judge I stood below in the dock would look like Mammy’s favourite actor Charles Laughton, and he would bang his gavel as he laughed and laughed.
Mammy joined the tail end of a small queue trickling into the post office. The door closed behind her with the tinkle of a latch bell and the sound flitted across the street’s cold still air like a winter bird.
I should not have been thinking of winter birds. I had a serious job to do.
The road: watch it for fat sergeants.
I focused on the road as though concentration beams would burst from my eyes and seek out any danger to my mother.
Danger to my mother?
She was the one with the revolver. Now that I thought about it, hadn’t there been a child in that post-office line, swinging from her father’s hand, hanging on to a single finger?
There were cold bullets in that gun. Mammy shot a bottle of Mercurochrome in an Offaly chemist last month. It was only a matter of time before she hit a person with real blood inside them, not crimson antiseptic.
The road. Watch it.
And I did.
Lock was not much more than a one-street town. The road was packed dirt, hardened by the cold, slick with frost. There was a village school at the far end with jostling bunches of students gathering at the gate. They were no danger to Mammy and I did not wish to think on school any more as I missed it too much. But now the memories were bobbing to the surface.
School. Mr Doran with his tin whistle and crooked smile. Calm settled over my heart like a warm blanket. Multiplication was so easy when you took it slowly. That was all you had to do. Mr Doran was funny too with all his farmer jokes.
I banged the steering wheel with my hand, driving away the memories of school.
I was a lookout now. School Charley was another person from another life.
Back to the road. I was Lookout Charley now.
The street was so still that it might have been a photograph. There was no wind and the Irish flag hung limply from a flagpole atop the village guesthouse. Anyone moving determinedly this way would stand out like a sore thumb, but I doubted that anyone moved with determination in this sleepy town, especially a fat sergeant with his endless cups of tea and comfortable boots.
I willed the post-office door to open and incredibly it did, but only to release two young ladies into the street. They were wrapped up against the cold, apart from their legs which flashed pale as they hurried back along the street, heads almost touching as they chatted excitedly.
Mammy had not made her move yet. And I knew why. My mother would not want young girls in the room when she pulled the Webley from her pocket. She was Sal Capone. If things went wrong Mammy would not want pretty girls getting their photographs in the paper. She was the pretty one. Mammy was the beautiful one.
Oh, Mammy. What are we going to do? Can there be a happy ending?
The door opened again and the little girl and her daddy emerged. The man was unhappy about something and stalked down the street muttering, forcing his daughter to chase behind.
Safe.
The little girl was safe at least. And the coast was still clear. I allowed myself a sigh. Maybe … Just maybe, today was not the day it all came to an end.
Someone rapped on the motor-car window and I believe I actually cried out in surprise.
“Are you the driver of the vehicle, sir?” said a voice muted by the glass and I turned my head to see a guard’s tunic with a set of strong fingers interlaced in front of it.
He had come from a side lane, emerging from the shadows without a sound.
I had seen fingers like that before. Blanched by sea water and criss-crossed with scars. A fisherman’s hands. The face above was just the right side of gaunt with cheekbones that would have had Mammy swooning. The eyes were sky blue and surrounded with wrinkles and lines carved there by Irish winters.
This was no fat sergeant. This was a wiry, fifty-something man of the sea who had taken up the uniform to keep the wolf from the door. Of course I was guessing about his hands. Perhaps he soaked his fingers in white vinegar to toughen them for picking guitar strings.
“Are you the driver of this vehicle?” said the guard again.
He was joking. I knew because I could see his teeth, or perhaps he planned to eat me.
I wound the window’s stiff handle. “No, guard. I’m not the driver. I’m waiting for my mother.”
“I won’t have to arrest you then,” said the guard, definitely smiling. “Just don’t knock off that handbrake with your knee.”
“Don’t worry, Guard, I won’t.”
I was amazed he hadn’t arrested me already. Guilt must have shown on my face.
Something showed anyway, because the policeman frowned, changing the crinkle pattern round his eyes.
He leaned his elbows on the door-frame. “Are you all right there, young fella? You look like you just took a whiff of sour milk.”
I thought fast, something I had learned to do from being on the road with mother. You never knew when a quick and believable lie would keep you out of the courts.
“I have a bit of that tummy thing that’s doing the rounds. That’s why I’m out of school today. Mammy is running to the chemist’s for some liver salts.”
Mammy always says that a good lie takes care of the question that has been asked and the one to follow.
The guard’s smile had a twist of sympathy in it. “Don’t talk to me about that tummy yoke. I had a wrestle with that myself a few weeks ago.” He winked. “Stay in a ventilated area, that’s my advice.”
I smiled back ruefully, like an ill boy might. “I’ll leave the window open, Guard.”
The man saluted. “That’s the spirit, soldier.” And he was gone, trotting briskly across the road towards the post office.
Soldier? An ex-army man maybe.
Towards the post office!
I leaned on the horn, but it bleated once and died, frozen by a night spent near the river. This had happened before, why had I not remembered?
Perhaps the guard would veer off, continue on his rounds down the street.
Perhaps my blunder would not be a fatal one.
But no. Straight in he went, calling a greeting as he entered the building.
I pressed hard on the horn once more, grinding the heel of my hand into the pad but when one beep refused to sound, to expect three was idiotic.
What should I do?
Was there anything to be done?
My mother’s outlaw days were over. Mine too. Where would we be sent?
Australia.
The continent’s name popped into my mind, as though prisoners were still shipped down under.
No. There would be no sunny beachside detention for us. There would be the harsh granite and cold bars of Irish prisons.
I was out of the car and halfway across the street before my legs knew what orders they were following.
So I was going to the post office, was I? Graduating from lookout to full-blown accomplice. I was a minor, but the judicial system could easily decide to toss me into an adult prison, especially since I was racing to involve myself in the holding up of a government building.
But it was my mother and we loved each other so what choice did I have?
I lurched across the road, limbs tense, anticipating a gunshot. But there was no crack but the cracking of morning ice under my feet, announcing my arrival.
What could I do? Where were my brilliant ideas now? Three beeps on a frozen horn. This was my fault.
A shameful voice rose in my head. Craven and selfish.
Run. Take the pound notes from the suitcase and board the ferry to England.
But I was not low enough for that path, or perhaps I was too much of a coward. So I shouldered the post-office door and stumbled inside.
It was bad.
But there was no blood so far as I could see. Customers were lined up along the walls, their eyes glued to the strange sight of a rural guard pinning a city girl to a wall, both of her small hands easily contained by one of his fisherman’s mitts. The guard seemed relaxed as though he had done this kind of thing many times before but the easy smile of minutes ago had been wiped away by the whole business.
My mother’s wig was askew and her lipstick smeared along the wall, like an extension of her mouth. She had her brave face on.
“What are you up to?” the guard was asking my mother, as though he had caught his daughter filching a shilling. “Are times so hard?”
One of the customers, a young man wearing boots too big for his feet, clapped his hands once, trapping a memory.
“That’s her. From the newspaper. Sal Capone.” He fluttered his fingers at the post mistress. “You have a picture of her on the board, Brigit.”
It was true. There she was. My mother. Pinned to a notice board between a second-hand bicycle and a missing greyhound.
Mammy was horrified. “That is not a good picture. Look at me, for heaven’s sake.”
But they looked at the notice board. All except me. I was gazing at the counter-top upon which sat a Webley revolver, put out of mother’s reach by the guard. It had spun on the surface, the cylinder scratching circles in the wood like a skate on ice.
Out of mother’s reach but not out of mine.
No one was looking.
I grabbed the gun and its weight was not a shock to me. Mother had made me practise many times in foggy dawn forests.
“Let her go,” I said, not loudly enough because not a single person turned.
So I forced some volume into it the next time.
“I said let her go!”
The guard’s eyes swept across the counter-top and onwards to me, and he put the whole thing together in a second. I suppose it didn’t take a genius.
“Feeling better, are you, boy?”
“No,” I said miserably. And it was true. I felt considerably worse.
The guard held my mother in place expertly, almost casually. I suppose she was about as much trouble as a sparrow compared to the rowdy weekend deep-sea fishermen he no doubt regularly subdued.
“Let her go, or you shoot? That’s the long and short of it, I suppose?”
I nodded. No more speaking unless necessary. I’d have to work on my giving orders voice if the chance arose.
The guard nodded at my pistol. “The thing about guns is that if you’re not used to them …”
I did not need to speak to deal with this. I cocked the revolver, sighted along the barrel and flicked off the safety with my thumb.
The post office’s customers screamed in unison, a choir of terror, and I could feel them getting ready to charge the door. They would trample me, someone could get hurt.
“Nobody move a muscle,” said the guard and I had to admit to myself at least that his voice of authority was a lot better than mine.
“Now, son,” he said to me. “Put down the gun. You’re nabbed. It’s for the best.”
My mother craned her face round. “Don’t listen to him, Charley. This is not the right time. Dublin, that’s where they will catch us. Or even London.”
The guard whistled and I knew what he meant.
Dublin?
London?
Mother was planning for us to go down in a hail of gunfire.
“Mammy, this can’t go on for ever.”
My mother’s eyes were bright. “Of course it can. Of course. They will remember us for ever. Mother and son, it’s never been done before.”
I realised then that my mother as I knew her, the one who hid me behind her skirts, the one who taught me the names of flowers, was gone. She was lost to me.
Somehow the guard knew what to say.
“There’s no happy ending here, son, just the best of a bad lot.”
He was right. I was never going to shoot anyone.
“Don’t listen to him,” my mother screeched. I had never heard her screech before. “Not here. There isn’t a single camera.”
The guard’s face was grim. “I have a lovely camera down in the station.”
This quip almost changed my mind and my hands stiffened with resolve.
“That’s enough chitchat, Charles!” called Mother. “Shoot him. Just in the leg. We need to get on the road before this building is surrounded. Don’t you see that?”
“You are nothing but a lookout,” said the guard, holding my eye. “A minor waiting in the car like his mammy told him. I guarantee you will not be prosecuted and your mother hasn’t hurt anyone yet. But if you shoot me, or anyone, in any part of the body, then you both go to prison for a long time. As it is, you’ll be fostered for a while and could be reunited with your mother in a couple of years.”
“Really?” This sounded optimistic.
“Maybe five,” admitted the guard.
The entire post office held its breath. What would the lookout boy do?
I think Mother had enough sense left to know she was losing me.
“Shoot me then, Charley. I don’t mind. Then another family could look after you. If you shoot me, it’s even better than the police doing it. I’ll be international news.”
This movie was over. They should never have started rolling without a happy ending.
I put the gun down on the counter-top and a building sighed with relief.
“No, Charles,” my mother screeched again. “No. There is nothing glamorous about this. Nothing.”
She was right. Her make-up was ruined, the light was terrible and Mammy’s shapely legs were masked by the guard.
He picked up the gun without releasing my mother.
“Walk ahead of me,” he said not unkindly. “Up to the station.”
I was numb, apart from my heart, which felt as though it was connected to an air pump. My mother had set her face to heroic disappointment, which was one of her favourites and I knew she would not even acknowledge me for at least a few days.
The guard ushered us both out the door and something in my expression must have reminded him of the tragic story of his own family that I was to find out about much later.
“Don’t worry, boy. There’s surely some fool who will take you in. No workhouse for you, my word on it.”
His promise didn’t mean much then but it would come to be a turning point in my life.
A customer patted the guard’s shoulder as we passed.
“Good job, Dick. You handled that like a pro.”
“I am a pro,” said Dick the guard with one of his cow-scaring looks, and the door opened before us, admitting a cold gust of winter’s breath.






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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