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    Preface

    SeaScribes meet each week in a room above the Mermaid theatre, where a window almost as long as the wall frames a view from Bray seafront right out to the Irish Sea. Container ships are almost always in sight, either delivering cargo to Dublin Port or setting out on a voyage to far corners of the world. Some appear over the horizon, freight stacked high like tower blocks; others bask offshore, longer than they are tall, like giant metal sea creatures. 

    When we thought of a theme for our anthology, we didn't have to look too far for inspiration. These pages carry the cargo of our inner worlds—our imaginations, recollections and observations—the people and moments that have left their mark and shaped us irrevocably. Here you'll find stories and poems that journey through hope and grief, probe the depths of family bonds, cross continental divides, and explore unforeseen turns of fate that alter lives forever.

    In collaboration with the Bray Camera Club, whose beautiful photography adorns this book, we are ready to share our cargo. Unloaded here, from writer to reader.

    SeaScribes are:

    
      	Alice Sheridan

      	Taḋg Paul

      	Lesley Smith

      	Mairead de Bhal

      	Barbara Murphy

      	Naoimh O'Connor

      	Ian Campbell

      	Thomas McMahon
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Damo, Me and Honeybees

      Alice Sheridan

      "Are you OK, Mrs Richardson?"

      I was returning home from school, and it took me by surprise to see our neighbour
        standing at our front door, shaking her head and tut-tutting like a demented chicken.

      "Just tell your mammy I want a word with her like a good girl."

      I opened the door yelling, "Mammy, Mrs Richardson wants to talk to you."

      She could have walked in, as she had done many times before — our door was never locked. To
        be honest, we didn't have anything of value. What few possessions we had would be of no use
        to any self-respecting thief. I might have been only ten years old, but when your next-door
        neighbour is knocking twelve bells out of the brass knocker on your front door, you know
        something is seriously wrong.

      "What on earth are you yelling for, Elsie?" Mammy said, coming out from the kitchen,
        drying her hands on a tea towel. Obviously, she had been doing the washing and singing
        along to the radio, which accounted for her not hearing the commotion at the door in the
        first place.

      "Mrs Richardson wants to talk to you, Mammy," I repeated.

      Only then did she notice our neighbour hopping from one foot to the other, the way you do
        when you are bursting for a pee.

      "Good girl," Mrs. Richardson said, sniffing. "You can go now."

      The cheek of her, the unmitigated cheek of her, telling me I could go and me in my
        own house.

      Mammy nodded at me to go inside.

      "Come in Maude," she said, opening the door wider to allow the portly Mrs Richardson in.

      "I won't Kate, thanks — I've terrible news to tell you."

      Curious to know what was so terrible, Mrs Richardson had to tell my mother about it on
        the doorstep, I closed the kitchen door behind me, leaving it ajar so I could 'earwig' on
        their conversation.

      I was good at earwigging.

      "Oh, Kate`!" Maude Richardson's shrill voice reached an operatic level that even Maria
        Callas would envy. "You'll never guess what I've just heard. I had to tell you first
        before I let everyone else know the dreadful news."

      "Heaven's Maude, what has you in such a state?"

      "Poor Deirdre Murphy is dead Kate. She's dead!"

      "What?" Mammy gasped, her hands immediately flying to her mouth.

      "When?"

      "T… t… this morning."

      Mrs Richardson had a bit of a stutter when she got aerated, and right now, she was
        blowing her nose like a foghorn, the way she did when she got like that.

      "The lad, Maude, is he alright? Who's looking after him? Don't tell me he was with her
        when she died?"

      Trust my mother to think of Mrs. Murphy's son. She was very kind that way, — kind to
        all
        living creatures. That's why she was a vegetarian long before vegetarianism became
        popular.

      "God's creatures were not put on this earth to be eaten," she stated every time she
        grudgingly gave us even a sausage. The land provides us with everything we need."

      Daddy disagreed.

      "You can't have a balanced diet without meat," he argued, banging his fist on the table
        to lend weight to his words. He won — he always did.

      Anyway, I like sausages, ham, beef and most fish. Well not so much the fish, and not
        shellfish and I will not eat lamb chops. I just couldn't eat a lamb chop to
        save my life, having seen the little lambs jump clean into the air in the fields around
        mammy's family home. They were so cute and cuddly, there's just no way I could eat lamb.

      Yes, I know, pork sausages and ham are from pigs, minced beef and beef burgers are from
        cows, and I eat them, well, I like them — just don't try and get me to eat lamb, or any
        kind of shellfish.

      I'm not that fond of chicken either, after seeing what mammy did to that chicken Aunty
        Mary brought over.

      Aunty Mary had a lot of chickens and seeing them up close and personal like, when I
        collected eggs from the hen house, I had become quite fond of them.

      So that Saturday when Aunty Mary plonked one on our kitchen table, its little neck
        hanging to one side, I was shocked. That wasn't even the worst of it. It was plucked clean
        of its feathers, then mammy pulled its insides out and stuffed it full of breadcrumbs
        mixed with herbs and butter. The stench in the kitchen when she removed the giblets was
        vile. No way was I going to eat it after seeing all that. So, when the roast chicken was
        placed on my plate on Sunday, I flatly refused to eat it.

      Anyway, the demise of Mrs Murphy was a catastrophe of epic proportions. I had to find
        Eddie, my brother, and tell him this devastating news.

      Let me tell you about Mrs Murphy. Some smart mouth nicknamed her 'Footie,' and it stuck
        to her, the way sticklebacks stick to your jumper. We never called her that, mammy would
        have flayed us alive for making fun of anyone with a disability.

      Mr Murphy, apparently, died before his widow moved to Dublin, so it was just herself and
        their son who lived in the apartment above the shop Mammy told me. Mr Murphy's Christian
        name was Dermot — her name was Deirdre, and their son was called Damian. That explained
        the D in the name over the shop.

      She got nicknamed Footie because of her bad limp, which gave her a kind of hoppity
        up-and-down gait, And she had the smelliest feet in the world. How they ponged!
        Mammy said it was a medical condition that caused her feet to sweat all the time and not to
        dare pass any remark on it. With her shop being the only one within walking distance, we
        soon learned to ignore the smell of her feet and concentrate on getting the messages we had
        been sent for.

      Mrs Murphy was a big woman — big in every way — and she treated everyone with respect. No
        woman was ever refused necessities such as bread and milk because they hadn't got the
        money. She put them on 'their bill,' but that bill had to be cleared at the end of the
        week or no more credit. And she was nice to everyone — even us kids. She never made us
        feel we were a nuisance when we spent ages buying one cola bottle, four honeybee, and
        three sour-belly sweets before calculating what else we could afford out of our fifty
        pence weekly pocket money.

      She also sold broken biscuits which she scooped from a glass-fronted biscuit box. Once
        she'd wrapped whatever was on our list,she would give us a fancy biscuit for ourselves
        telling us what good children we were. I remember one day on our way home from school,
        Eddie and I fancied a sweet. Problem was we only had five pence. That would get us only
        one honeybee, so how could we share it? Honeybees were creamy toffee sweets and Eddie and
        I loved them.

      I had a solution. In we went to Mrs Murphy, me dragging a reluctant Eddie behind me.

      "Could we have one honeybee sweet, Mrs Murphy. And will you cut it in two for me please
        so we can have a half each," I was really polite.

      "Half a honeybee?" came a boy's voice from behind the counter.

      We had all heard of Damian Murphy but none of us kids had ever clapped eyes on him. I
        couldn't see him that day either. The counter was much higher than he was so all I heard
        was that strange voice sniggering at me. I could feel the blood rushing to my face.

      "Don't be rude Damian," his mammy scolded him. Turning her attention to me she smiled. "I
        apologise for my son's rudeness, young lady. So here you are, two honeybees and thank you
        for your custom."

      We were chuffed and taking the two sweets I thanked her, and bade her goodbye. We had a
        whole honeybee each!

      It was not until the summer holidays three years later that I got a good look at Damian.
        He had jumped a few feet in height in those years and so had I. However, he was much
        taller than me, almost as tall as Eddie, even though Eddie was a year younger than me.

      "Ah, the honeybee girl," he remarked as I handed in my list of groceries with
        instructions for them to be put on our bill.

      As I did that first time, I blushed, no doubt bright red, and probably as red as his
        hair.

      "I'm terribly sorry for being so rude to you shortly after we moved here," he said
        smiling.

      He had a lovely smile, one that spread right across his face, showing off his freckles
        and jade green eyes. It was clear that he didn't eat too many honeybees either — his teeth
        were pure white.

      "I'll get these for you, Mum's out back. What's your name anyway?"

      "Elsie."

      "Ok Elsie, it's nice to meet you. I've seen you come in often, and I meant to apologise
        to you before now."

      I had never heard anyone talk like Damian. It was as if he had a gobstopper in his mouth 
        and he spoke like an adult.

      I will never know why I said it. All I know is somehow, as he handed me our messages, my
        mouth opened and I heard myself say, "Do you have any friends around here? If you don't,
        you could always come around to ours and hang out with me, my brother, and our friends.
        That's if you would like to?"

      "Thanks Elsie, I'd like that very much."

      "Right, see you then."

      I bolted out of the shop and didn't stop running until I got home.

      My mouth dropped open in surprise to see him at our door the following day with a bag of
        honeybees.

      It didn't take long for Damian to become one of our gang. He proved he had a good sense
        of humour too, when teased about his strange accent or carrot-top head. He was nice, easy
        going, fun to be with. By the time he went back to school in September, he had become
        'Damo,' our pal. He never knew his mother had been nicknamed 'Footie,' though. Well, we
        didn't want to hurt his feelings by telling him.

      But now, Mrs. Murphy was dead, Damo's mammy was dead, and no one knew where Damo was.

      What had happened? I had to find Eddie and tell him, and we had to go find Damo. We owed
        it to him, and not just because of all the sweets he brought with him.

      We liked him, he was one of us. We also liked his mammy, even if she had smelly feet.

      We searched and searched, everywhere we had been together, but no sign of Damo. It was as
        if he had vanished into thin air.

      All the neighbours were agog. What had happened to poor Mrs Murphy? And where was her
        son? More importantly, what about the bill they owed?

      "Personally," I overheard Mrs Richardson saying to Mammy, "I don't owe very much."

      This sentiment was echoed by Mammy, and I warrant all the other women in our little
        community.

      Mrs Murphy apparently had a bad heart condition and died from a massive heart attack. No
        one went down to Kilkenny for her funeral. Well none of them owned a car and the unanimous
        decision was to have her soul prayed for at Mass in our local parish church the following
        Sunday. That would be the neighbourhood tribute to Deirdre Murphy.

      There was not a word said about Damo.

      New people took over the corner shop and of course the name changed once again.

      The new owners, Mr and Mrs O'Neill, ran a tight ship.

      "What do you think we should do," Mrs Richardson asked, sitting beside the fire in our
        kitchen, while I was sitting at the big oak table doing my homework.

      "I saw a removal van an hour ago unloading furniture at the corner shop."

      "Well, I can only speak for myself Maude," Mammy replied, reaching across to top up Mrs
        Richardson's tea. "I owe the money to Mrs Murphy, so I'm going to go in on Monday and ask
        if there is a forwarding address I can send it on to. That lad, I'm sure, could do with it
        now that he has no parents, and I hear that uncle is a right misery-guts. I'd have taken
        the lad in here myself but, sure there is hardly enough room for us all as it is. I feel
        so sorry for him though. I hope he will be alright — he was a nice young lad."

      "Maeve O'Donohoe and Eileen Butler said they are not paying their bills. They said that
        debt died along with Footie Murphy."

      "They can do as they please, and so can you, Maude Richardson," Mammy sniffed. But I owe
        the money, and I will find a way to get it to Damian Murphy. I'll ask the O'Neill's who
        the solicitor is — they're sure to know.."

      "Yes, you're right of course, I'll come with you on Monday and I'll do the same. How do
        you know their name is O'Neill anyway? D.Murphy & Son is still the name over the
        shop."

      "Barney Ryan told me when he collected the rent money this morning."

      "Oh, he never said anything to me."

      Maude Richardson sounded miffed. She hated to be left out of the loop.

      No credit was extended to anyone who didn't arrive soon after the new owners took
        ownership of the corner shop volunteering to clear their bill by whichever means possible.
        They were decent, pleasant folk, — honest and hardworking — and as I said, they ran a
        tight ship. I expect that's how they got to be so successful. She ran the shop,while Mr
        O'Neill worked for a haulage company as a long-distance driver. His accent was difficult
        to understand, coming from a place in England called the 'Isle of Dogs,' but she was
        'Dublin born, bread and buttered, and proud of it,' she said to anyone who asked. She also
        made it clear she was wise to all the excuses and tricks locals played to get extended
        credit or wriggle out of paying for a magazine they had 'inadvertently' tucked away in a
        newspaper, or the loaf of bread they had slipped into their shopping bag by mistake.

      "Hard as nails, that one is. And where in the name of all that's holy is the 'Isle of
        Dogs?" Maude asked Mammy one day, adding for good measure, "You won't pull the wool over
        that one's eyes."

      Mammy just laughed. "It's down the East End of London Maude. Never been there but I've
        heard of it."

      "Yes, well all the fancy furniture they brought with them must have come from there.
        Never saw the likes of it in my life." Maud rolled her eyes before wobbling off.

      Silently I had to agree with Mrs Richardson, their furniture looked very impressive being
        loaded off the huge Pickford's Removal Company van and when it came to running a shop,
        well Mrs O'Neill certainly was a good businesswoman! I couldn't imagine her giving a child
        two honeybee sweets instead of one for five pence.

      Life marches on but memories of that carrot-top freckled-faced boy, with the beautiful
        big green eyes, remained with me as I grew up. I left school for college and graduated and
        wondered what had become of Damo, my friend.

      I don't wonder anymore.

      The corner shop is still there but with different owners. The sign over the door now
        proclaims General Store: Proprietors D & E Murphy & Daughters.

      Damian is hardly ever there, except on Saturday. He lectures on Electrical Engineering in
        TU Dublin (Technical University of Dublin.) While he loves his job, he loves his wife and
        twin-daughters more. We mean the world to him and every time I look at their beautiful
        freckled faces, and brush their long red hair, I thank all the powers in heaven for the
        day I went into Murphy's shop and met the boy who still calls me 'his' little honeybee.'
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My Cargo

      Lesley Smith

      Stacked in coiled grey matter, grouped within my brain,
 I hold instructions for
        things, complex, simple, plain.
 Systematic files, sectioned and compiled,

        Accessing them was easy; I did it with a smile.

      Lately, it's been different, starting to annoy,
 Memories feel lost, like a misplaced
        toy.
 Jigsaw pieces missing, I struggle to align,
 That file is lost forever, and
        it bothers my mind.

      Bewildered, in a once familiar place,
 Searching a loved one's face.
 Friends
        laugh, say ageing takes its toll,
 For me, darkness is creeping in — I'm losing
        control.

      For now, I try to manage, writing lists and notes,
 I find going slowly often helps me
        cope.
 If lost, I practice calmness, to see if that will aid;
 The data stays
        hidden but the panic does fade.

      If someday you see me and I don't say hello,
 Greet me kindly, then just let it go.

        It means I don't remember, not that I don't care,
 The memory is missing, or is simply
        lost somewhere.

      Sometimes I use distraction to try reboot my brain,
 Now and then it works, but mostly
        it's the same.
 As I fade out even further, drifting from my thoughts,
 Don't
        forget the old me, the fun times we sought.

      Talk to me as ever, as your memories you lend,
 I may just understand and be glad to
        see a friend.
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Sisters

      
        Barbara Murphy

        I PUT THE KEY IN the door and held my breath as I eased it open, a rush of cool air
          wafting across my face. A pile of post lay unopened on the floor. The alarm was beeping.
          At least one of them remembered to turn it on before they left, whoever was down the last
          time, but judging by the amount of post, it hadn't been for a while.
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