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Fighting Words

About a year ago, I sat on the floor in the back of a room called Fighting Words, and watched a class of 9-year-old girls as they wrote a story, together.  They sat on little beanbags, in front of a big screen.  The screen was blank.


-What do all good stories have? the adult standing in front of them asked.


The answers flew at her.


-Characters!


-Things that are funny!


-Full-stops!


One girl waved her hand in the air.


-Conflict and resolution, she said.  


It was a lovely moment.  The adults in the room smiled and looked at one another, pleased to be in the company of such brightness.  The girl’s classmates ooohed, and smiled at their friend.  One of them said, -Oh yeah.  She remembered that she’d learnt those words too.  She’d seen them on a blackboard or a whiteboard.  That girl, those kids, were in good hands.  Their teacher had written those words – ‘conflict’, ‘resolution’ - on the board.  They’d learnt what they meant.  Or, at least the girl with the waving hand had.  They’d probably talked about them, and given examples of films they’d seen and stories they’d read.  My own children are out of primary school, but if one of them had been sitting among those girls I’d have felt happy, secure, proud, confident that their teacher was a very good one, probably one of the special ones who seem to come along with us years after we’ve walked out of his, or her, classroom for the last time.


Yet, a few minutes later, thinking about what I’d just witnessed, I felt a bit depressed.  (I hadn’t, and haven’t, changed my mind about the teacher, by the way.  I’ve no doubt at all that she’s brilliant.  And, in a country like Ireland, and the world those kids are growing up in, knowing the meaning of both ‘conflict’ and ‘resolution’ is always going to come in handy.  I remember, when I was 9 or 10, the word ‘guerilla’ was put up an on the blackboard and explained and, suddenly, the nightly news from Vietnam made a different kind of sense.)  


‘Depressed’ is probably too strong a word to describe how I felt that morning.  Even ‘a bit depressed’ is going too far.  I’d witnessed a very bright child, in a room full of bright children, telling us all that she’d been taught that all stories have – must have – are conflict and resolution, and this, I thought – I felt – was a pity.  A pity that the child had been told the ingredients of a story, or how a story must be constructed, before she had a chance to write a story herself and make her own discoveries.  And, anyway, who says a story must have conflict?  And why must fictional conflict always be resolved? 


I don’t for a minute think that the demands of the words ‘conflict’ and ‘resolution’ will slow down or impede that particular girl, no more than punctuation and grammar will.  But they won’t help either.  And they will slow down, even turn off, other kids - and adults.  


-It’s too hard.  


-I can’t think of anything. 


-But my dog died – there was no resolution.  He died.


When I was 10, attending the local national primary school, I was lucky enough to have a teacher called Noel Kennedy.  One afternoon he told us to write a story – something made up.  If memory serves me, we’d never done that before.  I wrote in a jotter – I remember that.  I wrote about rain rolling down a window – I don’t remember why.  Mister Kennedy stood behind me, and then beside me, as I wrote.  His hand went past my eyes, down to the jotter.  His finger pointed at the first few lines – I don’t remember the lines.  ‘That’s brilliant,’ he said – his exact words.  


Two things should be noted here.  In Ireland, anything less than disastrous is usually brilliant.  And not I’m attempting to assemble an entire methodology on encouraging children to write simply because a very nice man told a 10-year-old boy that his writing, all three lines of it, was brilliant in an Irish kind of way.  Nevertheless, for that afternoon, what I’d done was brilliant and I was too.  I’ve never forgotten it.  He didn’t ask me to point out the conflict.  ‘Resolution’ didn’t get mentioned either.  He simply told me that what I’d written was brilliant.  Then he let me get on with it.  I’ve no idea what I wrote for the rest of that afternoon but I do remember that I loved what I was doing.  And I still do.  


Creative writing – or, writing fiction – wasn’t encouraged in Irish secondary schools in the 1970s.  As far as I know, it still isn’t.  Although, to be fair, it probably isn’t encouraged in a much more encouraging way.  Writing a story or a poem wasn’t an exam question.  It couldn’t be measured.  So it was probably worthless.  The portraits of the great Irish poets and playwrights were up on the walls with the saints and the Gaelic football teams, but writing, it seemed, was for Protestants and spacers.  


In retrospect, that was probably a good thing, because, outside of the news from Northern Ireland, I’d never heard of conflict and resolution, and when I started writing, a few years after I’d left college, I was on my own.  I’d learnt nothing.  Or, to be a bit more precise, I’d been told nothing.  Except, ‘That’s brilliant.’  Again, I don’t want to overdo it, to suggest that Mister Kennedy’s words of encouragement sustained me through the years of toil and rejection.  But they were there.  Planted forty years ago – and still there.  


So, I started.  I spent three years writing a novel that I quickly and quite rightly began to dislike.  But, while writing it, I discovered what I actually wanted to write and, while writing that one – it’s now called The Commitments – I learnt what worked and didn’t work, how to create characters without describing them, how best to achieve accent while writing dialogue.  It’s more than twenty-four years ago now, but I vividly recall the decision to misspell ‘anyway’, to spell it ‘a.n.n.y’, making it ‘annyway’ and, having misspelled it once, deciding to do the same to the second syllable, spelling it ‘w.a.y.s.’, making the word ‘annyways’.  I recall the satisfaction, the joy and – actually – the glee, almost looking over my shoulder to see if I could get away with that.

What might be interesting is the fact that when I started to write fiction I was a teacher.  When I wrote The Commitments, I’d been a teacher for seven years.  I knew what a gentle nudge, a few well aimed words, could do.  I knew the small, but real, power I was giving a child when I helped him, or her, to finally see the difference between ‘thought’ and ‘taught’, or ‘t.h.e.i.r.’ and ‘t.h.e.r.e.’, getting them to make the spellings their own.  I knew the importance of the rules, and the creative fun to be had in breaking them.  And I think now that, as I wrote, I stood at my own shoulder and became my own mentor.  


-Annyways. 


–That’s brilliant.


But maybe I’m just being sentimental.


Back to the children in front of the screen at Fighting Words.  What they need, all they need at the start, is encouragement.  That should go without saying and, in almost all senses, it does go without saying.  No one in the room – in any room – wants them to be discouraged, or frightened, to hide behind boredom, to turn off.  There are the usual impediments – commas, apostrophes, spellings.  Some children need to be assured that spellings don’t matter, at first.  Others won’t go a word further until they are assured that a particular word is spelt correctly.  For them, spelling is vital.  And they’re right.  Spelling doesn’t matter; spelling matters.  Different messages, but the same message: ‘You’re brilliant, keep going.’  


Then there’s conflict and resolution, and all the other little conflicts and resolutions – ‘back story’, context, and the shuns: attribution and motivation.  The thinking seems to be, a child can’t write a short story until he knows what a short story is.  If we give a child a ball we don’t we insist that she learn the rules of association football before we’ll let her kick it?  Famously, when Everton’s manager, David Moyes, went to the house where 16-year-old Wayne Rooney lived with his parents, after Wayne had become an immediate household name after scoring against Arsenal that afternoon, he found Wayne outside in the dark, alone, kicking a ball against a wall.  That was what made Rooney – the joy of the kick, the smack of the ball, the ability to make it come back to him.  Everything else – the skill, the speed, the anticipation, aggression, the undying loyalty to his club – these came later.  The offside rule is vital.  Without it, football as many of us know and love it, would stop.  With it, if insisted on too early, football would never start.  Just give the kid the ball.  The offside side rule can come later.  The football analogy is, admittedly, a little forced.  


-Just give the kid the car keys; he can pick it up as he goes along.  


But I think the same broad rule applies: give the child the freedom of the field or page, then take some of it back.  Planning, thinking ahead, is good, to be encouraged.  But too much of it can kill. 


-Get out there, lads, and win 3-1.


A few words about ‘back story’.  Back story is, as far as I know, an importation from film script writing or, more precisely, the teaching – the doctrine – of film script writing.  We see it all the time.  More often than not, it explains the handsome moodiness of the male lead – dead wife, estranged wife, alcoholic past.  There’s more to it than that, of course.  Knowing a bit about a character’s past is important, especially if, as is the case with script writing, a page equals a minute of filmed time and the writer is in a constant race, or fight, against time.  Page 63, sixty-three minutes into the film: why is that man so interestingly horrible?  We need to know.  Flash back: a murder, an accident, a child’s toy on a sunlit floor, sometimes brilliantly, shockingly done – Charles Bronson’s harmonica in Once Upon A Time In the West - the inspired shorthand of a time-obsessed medium.  


But why burden a child who just wants to write a story with it?  How long is a story?  There’s no answer to that question.  His page isn’t lassoed to time in the same way that a script page is.  And remember: school is all about time, chunks of measured time; the start of the day, and the bells within the day, the week, term, the year, the move from primary to secondary, the important examination year, time measured as investment in the future.  It’s a huge part of a good education: ‘Don’t waste time.’  But a kid writing a story should be able to climb into a different kind of time.  The page can also be seen as a form of time, measured across and down, and the move from one page to the next.  But it isn’t tick-tock time and it shouldn’t be stopped by the bell.  If the child is to start writing a story, she shouldn’t be hampered by the shorthand of an entirely different medium.  


I’ve heard children being told that they must know everything about a character before they start writing about that character.  But how much fun is that?  Or how helpful?  Must you know everything about that girl over there before you ask her up to dance?  Must you know everything about your unborn baby’s future before you agree to be its mother?  


-She’ll be a torch singer; beautiful; she’ll break hearts, age well and marry a politician several inches shorter than her.  Bizarrely enough, she’ll speak French. 


-Oh great, I’ll take her. 


When I wrote The Commitments, I gave the protagonist, Jimmy Rabbitte, a sister called Sharon.  I didn’t know he had a sister until he needed one, and he needed one because I wanted her to say ‘Go and shite’ as she was coming down the stairs to another character, Deco Cuffe, who was going up the stairs.  A year later, when I started The Snapper, a novel about a young woman who’s pregnant, Sharon was the young woman, the protagonist, but only because she’d said ‘Go and shite’ to Deco Cuffe in the earlier book, and only because that had seemed like a good idea on the day I wrote it.  When I was writing A Star Called Henry , I gave the protagonist, Henry Smart, blue eyes one day, months into the writing, because it became important that day, at that moment, that he had eyes and that they had a colour.  I have a book for young people coming out next year, in September.  It’s called A Greyhound of a Girl.  The first greyhound came into the story several months into the writing, as I dredged my childhood memories of visits to the farm where my grandfather grew up, and I remembered how the greyhounds had frightened me.  So, in they went.  Months after that, the protagonist’s grandmother, a tall woman called Emer, calls herself a ‘greyhound of a girl’.  I could make her say that because the story now had greyhounds.  And that phrase became the book’s title – months after the book was finished.  The book’s plot is held together by back-story – glimpses of the past.  The book makes no sense without them.  But back story and the insistance on overly detailed character information – these are barbs on the barbed-wire fence, like spelling and punctuation and the other sharp little shuns, stopping the child from getting to the story.  These things stop people from starting.  


One last thing about back story.  Sergio Leone gave Charles Bronson his harmonica.  But he also made Clint Eastwood the man with no name.  We never find out why he arrives, nameless.   We don’t get the significant glimpse into his past.  Would we want it?  The Man Who Used To Have A Name, or the Man Who Was Once Called Nigel?  It just isn’t as interesting.   


Back to the children on the beanbags, in Fighting Words.  We want to encourage them to write.  Before we set down rules or give advice, we invite them to put down words, then to add words to those words, to start assembling a story.  But, of course, the blank white page is often a terrifying thing.  The urge to fill it or the refusal to have anything to do with it – both extremes expose so much.  What’s good, what’s wrong, what’s correct, what’s funny.  Some children almost encircle the sheet of paper on the table; their arms go around it, as if they’re dancing with it, falling in love.  Others sit petrified, and stay petrified long after they leave school.  We want to encourage these children to write, not terrify them.  


When they arrived at Fighting Words, before they got to the beanbags, they were met at the front door and photographed; they were given name tags.  They were a bit excited; they always are.  It’s a morning off school.  But they were also a bit puzzled.  They knew they’d come to this place to write a story but the place was actually very small.  There was only one desk and a long row of bookshelves.  But then, once they’d all been photographed, the first piece of magic occurred.  An adult – a Fighting Words volunteer – asked them to lean against a bookshelf, and it swung open.  It was actually a hidden door, and now they saw the bigger room, the real room, the screen and the bean-bags.  It began to make more sense.  (The hidden door always works.  Even girls of 12, wearing eye-liner, just a few weeks from the end of primary school, go ‘ooh’ when the door swings open.)  


Now they’re sitting in front of the screen which, except for the name of their school and class, is blank.  The screen, for now, is the page.  They’re sitting together.  They don’t have to spell, yet.  They don’t have to hold a pen over the whiteness, yet.  There’s a volunteer sitting at a laptop, beside the screen, ready to write their words.  There’s another volunteer at the other side of the screen, an artist, standing at an easel, ready to draw the characters that the kids will soon invent.  There’s a third volunteer in front of the screen, in front of the children.  


A quick note on volunteers.  Before we opened in January 2009, I worried that we wouldn’t get any.  What we offer is free – there’ll never be a charge.  We have a staff of four, or, measured in hours, three and a half.  The volunteers would be vital; without them we’d fail – we could never afford to pay for a larger staff.  But I needn’t have worried.  We have four hundred volunteers, including forty artists, and the figure has been consistent.


Back to the kids and the screen.  The screen is empty.  The invitation, ‘Write anything you want’ terrifies even professional writers.  So, to encourage the young writers, the volunteer in front of the screen asks a question: 


-What do all good stories have?



-Scary things!


-Full-stops!


-Conflict and resolution.  


-Characters.

Encouraged by the Fighting Words volunteer, the children choose a main character.  They make a list of possible candidates. Sharks, pigs, doughnuts, leprechauns, gorilla boys.  Bananas are popular.  The one rule is that the characters must be original, invented in the room.  There’s a closed eyed vote to decide on the character.  This is great fun and involves volunteers patrolling the perimeters of the group with large foam fingers, making sure that all eyes stay closed during the vote.  I saw one group of kids who, as well as closing their eyes, lowered their heads, some of them almost touching the ground, as if they were all bowing to Mecca.  In another group, a small boy, eyes tightly shut, shouted ‘Not me!’ every time the volunteer asked, ‘Who wants this character?’  By the time the vote is over, the main character has been selected and the cheering has died down, the kids are already feeling proprietorial.  They go through the same routine as they vote for the character’s best friend, the character’s greatest wish and greatest fear.  They’re ready to start – they’ve already started.  


But before they get going, they’re introduced to one more character, the editor, a cranky woman or man, depending on which staff member is behind the wall, in the Fighting Words office, that particular morning, called Missus, or Mister, McConkey.  McConkey doesn’t think that children can write good stories, hates being interrupted, threatens to sack the volunteer if the kids don’t come up with a good story, and slams the hatch.  McConkey is always a hit.  He, or she, has often become a character in the stories that the children start to write.  Small children shout back at her, roaring their determination to write a masterpiece.  Older boys and girls shout back too.  No kid has ever, out loud, doubted the existence of the cranky editor behind the wall.  McConkey is a brutally realistic introduction to the world of 21st Century publishing.   


So, the kids start to compose the story, together.  

Here are some of the more recent opening sentences:


‘A long time ago in Pig World there lived a pig called Kate the Popular.’


‘Evil Shark woke up in his sand bed at the bottom of the sea one morning.’


‘Once upon a time, there was a cheeseburger called Ham who was thinking of taking over the world.’


The first sentence, initially the idea of one child, but added to and debated, is typed onto the screen and the story starts to take shape.  They love to see the words – their words – go up on the screen.  It’s a simple, everyday event, but it always seems to be a novelty.  


‘Their dream was to be on a talent competition called Pig Factor. Their plan was to make a house out of cigarettes.’


‘Evil Shark said, “I got no sleep, I was afraid the shark hunters would come and kill me”.’


‘Ham replied, “It’s too late - the shields are down.”’


While the story starts to fill the page, the artist draws the first of three illustrations inspired by the characters and the plot, as it unfolds.  Ideas grow, and change; the words become a story.  The session lasts two hours and at some point, usually about an hour, sometimes longer, depending usually on the age of the group, the volunteer leading the exercise brings the on-screen part of the job to a halt, at a cliffhanger, some obvious place to stop.  

The children move to tables and continue to write the story, this time using their own words and illustrations.  There is at least one volunteer at each table, encouraging the children, helping with spelling, if wanted, sometimes just sitting there and smiling, other times writing the words that the child delivers.  While the children write their own conclusions, the on-screen section is printed, with the three illustrations, and stapled into simple book form, with cover, author photograph and blank pages so the children can write in their own endings.  About ten minutes before the end of the two hours, the kids stop writing.  Those who want to read their endings to the rest of the group and the volunteers.  


Then the kids move from the tables back to the beanbags, which have been moved away from the screen to the hatch from which McConkey’s voice will pour.  


They sit, and they wait.  


McConkey is summoned.  She – he – gives out.  She’s been busy, paring her toenails.  He’s been cutting his nasal hair – something suitably disgusting.  The new stories are sent through the hatch.  McConkey reads the first part, the group-written part of the story, and then goes on to read a few of the individual endings, out loud.  (Whenever I watch this happen I almost always think the effort – all the work and organization – is worth it, just to see the faces of the children whose work is being read by McConkey.) 


McConkey, meanwhile, has changed her mind.  Children can write stories.  Each child goes home with his or her own book.  Excluding salaries and rent, each book costs about 94c.  That’s less than €30 per class group.  


The model is very similar to that used in 826 Valencia in San Francisco, and the other 826 centres throughout the USA.  In 2004, I was in San Francisco, promoting a new book.  My friend, Dave Eggers asked me to come down to his relatively new writing centre, 826 Valencia.  (The name is the street number, 826, on Valencia Street.)  I went, because I had a free morning, I was curious, and I also wanted to meet Eli Horowitz, the editor of McSweeney’s, a magazine founded by Dave, which shared its premises with 826.  I’d had several stories published in MacSweeney’s.  There were more on the way, but I’d never met Eli.  So I went.  


I found the place easily enough.  The building itself is nondescript but beautifully decorated.  There was a shop mannequin, a boy, dressed in early 20th Century clothes, his back to the window.  He was looking at San Francisco, a black and white photo that ran the length of the window.  I stepped into the shop – it is a shop; a store.  It sells pirate accessories – peg legs, eye patches, doubloons, hats.  It was dark, like the inside of an old ship.  I could hear children’s voices behind a black curtain.  I eventually found a way through it, and saw a version of what I’ve just described, a group of children writing a story.  I sat at the back and watched.  It was the most magical experience.  It was so simple, straightforward and yet it seemed newly invented, a surprise.  It worked on some many levels, including theatrical.  It was the planning and the performance.  It seemed natural, and still feels natural, to clap when it’s over.  I thought at the time, ‘I’d love to do something like this in Dublin’.  Then I went home and did nothing.  But I was back in San Francisco two years later and this time I stayed longer.  I went out with 826 volunteers, to see what they did with high school children.  An old secondary teacher myself, I found this even more exciting than the work being done with the little kids.  It’s almost impossible not to love a 6-year-old; it’s much more difficult to find the charm in someone else’s 16-year-olds.  Anyway, I took notes, I asked questions – what worked well?  What went wrong?  I filled a notebook and came home.  


I knew I needed a partner, an executive director, someone whose job it would be to set up and run our own 826.  Sean Love was at the time CEO of Amnesty Ireland.  We’d got to know each over the years – I’d done some writing and educational work for Amnesty.  Almost immediately, we started walking Dublin’s inner city, looking for possible premises.  The name, Fighting Words, came quickly.  There was a blank space on our Charitable Status application form, so we put in ‘Fighting Words’ – for the time being.  And it stuck.  People loved it – so did we.  (Interestingly, people at 826 in America also liked the name but told us they’d never have been able to use it because it had political connotations that might make possible backers shy away.)  We’ve been open since January ’09 and, so far, more than 13,000 primary school children and thousands more secondary students have been through the magic door.


I want to talk now about the work we do with secondary schools, and with older people, many of whom seem to have been bypassed by the education system.  About three weeks after we opened, a group of young women came to us.  They were taking part in a back to work scheme; they were all early school leavers.  They wanted to write a story, they said, but the didn’t know how.  They had a plan – four friends in their early 20s, living at home in their different houses; the excitement of their lives, and the difficulties – alcoholic parents, absent parents, grandmother with Alzheimer’s, depression, unemployment.  They wanted it to be funny but real.  But they didn’t know how to go about it. 


In the few weeks we’d been open we’d seen the impact of the screen, the excitement it created, the fun and, in many cases, the temporary removal of the fear and anxiety that the physical act of writing can awaken or reawaken.  It had worked with young children, and the adults in their company.  We wondered if we could use it with teenagers and older people.  So we asked two of the young women, Hayley and Emer, to imagine themselves as two of the characters, and to talk – just talk – to each other.  They didn’t want to stand, so they sat with their friends in front of the screen and they started to talk.  A typist tried to keep up with them.  They were funny, and quickly began to enjoy themselves.  After a minute or so, they stopped, and read what had gone up on the screen as they’d talked.  They loved it.


-It’s like real talking, said Hayley.


They loved that, the fact that their spoken words were good enough to go up on a screen, or page.  Almost immediately, they began to edit what was there.


-I don’t like that, said Hayley.


She stood up and walked over to the screen and pointed at a line of dialogue.


-I wouldn’t say that, she said.


We laughed.  So did she.


-You did fuckin’ say that, said one of her friends.


But Hayley was right.  She’d decided that they could come up with something better.  It didn’t matter what had actually been said; fiction could be an improvement.  


By the end of the first hour, the girls had added detail to the dialogue, and they’d decided to write in the present tense.  They’d started a novel.  Here’s the first page: 

It is July, the month Janice is about to turn 18, and the girls are at the local Eurospar, discussing plans and what to do for the occasion.  Leanne suggests a meal with the four of them, while Donna wants something more lively, like a night out on the town. Jessica suggests the girls discuss this with Janice’s family to see if they have any plans made already. 


They all leave and head home. Later that evening Leanne gets a phone call from Jessica. She tells her that Janice’s ma rang her and said she’s organising a surprise 18th birthday party for Janice. 


Leanne is chuffed. “Another big night out for the girls,” she thinks.  Leanne hangs up the phone and calls Donna.


Donna answers, “Hello?”


“Heya, what’s up?” Leanne says. 


“Aw, you sound happy,” Donna replies. 


“Guess what? Jan’s ma is throwin’ her a surprise party.”


“No way, where’s she havin’ it?” 


“Ah, don’t know yet,” says Leanne. “Probably The Club House.” 


“Lovely stuff.  Have to get somethin’ nice to wear.  Will we book a limo?”


“Ah, yeah. Right Donna, I have to go. There’s a knock at the door.”


“Okay, g’wan. Bye.”

That’s just less than 200 words.  I think, in an Irish sense, it’s brilliant.  And witnessing the piece’s creation was, in all senses, brilliant.  They loved seeing a phrase of their own, ‘lovely stuff’, being spoken by a fictional character.  They loved deciding to spell ‘go on’ as they wanted it heard, ‘g’wan’.  They loved choosing the names for their characters.  They laughed when they decided to put the girls outside the local Eurospar.  


The women came to us regularly for a couple of months. The group got smaller as some dropped out and a few got work.  By the second month, Hayley and Emer were the authors.  Here’s a later extract.  This time, Hayley and Emer had written a draft themselves, before they’d arrived,  Hayley dictated and it went up on the screen.  Again, it was judged, rejected, added to, accepted:

As the limo pulls up outside Donna’s house, all the kids out of the flats run as if someone famous is inside.  Donna rings the rest of the girls to tell them to hurry.  All the girls arrive and are all excited. 


Jessica asks Donna, “Did you make that CD?” 


“Oh yes, I have it.”


They get into the big white stretch limo. Donna puts on the CD and blares it and rolls down the windows. 


They’re on their way to the party, drinking plenty of champagne and shouting. 


“Oggy, Oggy, Oggy, Oi! Oi! Oi!” 


Janice still hasn’t a clue what’s going on. 


Next of all, Lady Ga Ga’s Pokerface comes on and Jessica literally goes ballistic. The girls are all getting tipsy when suddenly the limo jerks, and all the girls fall to the front. 


Leanne tumbles over Jessica’s shoulder and spills drink over her. 


Jessica says, “Leanne, you’re a fuckin’ dope! Me tan is ruined! Fuck sake, what am I gonna do now?” 


Leanne turns around and says, “Relax, Jessica, there’s a bleedin’ chemist. I’ll buy you the tan.”


The limo stops and all the girls get out. The driver can’t apologise enough. “Girls, I’m very sorry. Some lunatic cyclist came out in front of me.” 


Jessica is snapping. All her false tan is rolling down her arms and legs. “I’m like a bleedin’ zebra!”


Jessica and Leanne go to the chemist on the corner of James’s Walk to buy false tan and a mitt. They get back in the limo and Jessica asks can they stop off at The Club House so she can fix her tan. 


It’s actually a great excuse to get Janice into the party without her knowing. 


Donna whispers to Leanne, “God, we couldn’t have planned that better.” 

I wanted you to read that piece because I really do think it’s brilliant and it wouldn’t have been written if the young women hadn’t sat in front of the screen.  If we’d asked them, when they’d first arrived, to sit at the tables and write, we wouldn’t have seen them again.  The screen, and the handing over of some of the more worrying, crippling parts of the process – spelling, punctuation – and the sight of their own words going up there, the simplicity of it – allowed them to get straight to the core of the thing, the story and the words that make the story.  


Writing is a solitary occupation – eventually.  But I’ve witnessed it, again and again, over the last two years: if the writing starts as a collective exercise, a bit of fun, almost a piece of theatre, by the time the young writers go to the tables and 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.  


So the screen has become our weapon of choice.  We always start with it - a small piece of role play.  We have different situations for different groups, depending on age and gender.  We keep it simple: two characters.  


Two girls talking, one of whom fancies the other’s brother; this always works with young women of 15 and older.  The girl with the brother, with the bit of power, invariably and immediately becomes a wagon, a complete bitch.  The results on the screen are often hilarious, sometimes explosive, a great start and a great invitation to finish.  


Two boys talking, one of whom fancies the other’s sister, is a waste of time. ‘Do you have a sister?’ ‘Yeah, do you want her?’  End of story.  No conflict and, luckily for the sister, no resolution.  


Two friends, one of whom has just won two tickets for a gig, the other assuming he or she is getting it, but isn’t: this one always works.  I witnessed one unforgettable session when two 15-year-old boys became the two friends and, inside a minute, one of them, the lad with the tickets and the power, shouted at the other: ‘You stole my girlfriend.’  A great line, and they knew it.  Everyone knew it – after we’d stopped laughing and applauding.  They couldn’t wait to get to the tables, to start their own versions, to get their own characters to that line, and past it.  


Two friends outside the principal’s office; one of them has broken a window and has accused the other of aiding and abetting.  This one works with younger boys – and girls.  Actually, the damage that girls can do to school premises and equipment has been a revelation.  The dialogue goes up, then questions like, ‘Why are they there?’ ‘Where was the window?’ ‘What are their names?’ ‘How long do they wait?’ ‘Will we let them talk a bit first, then explain why they’re there?’  ‘Where will we put that?’ produce answers and ideas, and contradictions that have to be dealt with, and better ideas, the deletion of lines, the insertion of other lines.  Writing, in other words.   


So.  The screen is an invitation to start writing.  I can’t think of a better one.  Obviously, the real work – the writer’s future – starts at the tables, when the decisions become personal and difficult.  Even the brightest kids are often terrified.  A few weeks ago, a girl of 15 told me she was afraid to start: she wanted to write about her granny’s death but she didn’t want to cry.  More significantly, perhaps, she said she didn’t want to seem self-pitying.  With a bit of prodding, she decided to change the protagonist’s gender.  The girl became a boy, for the time being.  She’d seen two of her friends in front of the screen, pretending to be people they weren’t.  She’d seen how their lines had been used and changed.  She could start.


Our sessions with primary school kids are once-off; each child goes home with a book.  The sessions with secondary students are, more usually, four weeks – one visit a week; or, a term long; or, with one group, once a week throughout the academic year.  We start at the screen, then move away.  ‘What can be done’, before ‘what can’t be done.’  Write first, worry later.  


Last year, we published out first book, FIGHTING TUESDAYS, a collection of short stories written by a group of 16-year-olds from Larkin Community College in Dublin’s inner city.  This year we’ll be publishing two books, one, another collection of stories by a group from Scoil Catriona – Saint Catherine’s.  They’re currently working on the first drafts of their stories.  We’ll bring them right through the process – second draft, editing, proof reading, printing, marketing, launch, publicity.  It’s very exciting.  Another group, 16-year-olds from Colaiste Dhulaigh – St Dulach’s College – are writing stories for 16-year-olds who have had difficulty learning to read.  Their book will be part of the OPEN DOOR series.  They will share shelf space with Maeve Binchy, Nick Hornby, John Connolly, Patricia Scanlon, myself and others who have written for the series.  


Write first, worry later.  We also run summer camps in more specialised forms of writing – forms that are shaped by rules.  Once they’re up and running, kids often start to love the rules.  Screen writing, song writing, blogging, graphic novels and comics, travel writing.  My own favourite time at Fighting Words is Wednesday afternoons – Write Club.  ‘The first rule of Write Club is – you do not talk about Write Club.  The second rule of Write Club is – you do talk about Write Club.’  Quite simply, teenagers who want to write come to the place, and write.  They sit and write and sometimes chat in the company of a professional writer who is also writing, and mingles with them and reads what they’re working on, if they want him to.  The teenagers often don’t know who the writer is.  Their novel or story might be read by the author of THE BOY IN THE STRIPED PAJAMAS, but they don’t know it.  He’s just an older version of them.  
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