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Introduction

We are three writers who met in
April 2020 through a zoom group at the start of the Covid-19
Pandemic in Ireland.

The March lockdown for us meant
an effort to redeem something of ourselves during the
restrictions.

We made a conscious effort to be
creative, to write, to make sense of the world.

From a weekly meeting an idea
evolved, something positive from something negative.

Locked down, away from our
friends, family, jobs, routines, led us on a journey to local
villages and beyond, to experience real and imagined.

We hope you enjoy reading our
work, as much as we did writing it.

Stay well.






Mairead de Bhal, Mark Rice,
Lesley Smith





















“It’s going to
disappear. One day, it’s like a miracle - it will
disappear.”    

Donald Trump, 45th US
President




















Setting the scene

The year 2020 was a leap year.
It started with conversations in Ireland on the sudden death of a
much-loved radio presenter called Marian Finucane; and bush fires
burning in Australia.

We complained about
overcrowding in hospitals, the state exam marking process, lack of
mental health services and the changes to pension age. The UK
leaving the EU (Brexit) loomed while politicians were planning and
discussing the formation of the new government. I was
engrossed in a Psychology course and had holidays planned to go to
France in March and Barbados in October. Life was good.

By mid-January, a faraway city
in China called Wuhan and a new virus was causing concern but life
in Ireland just carried on as usual. 

In early February, Irish people
living in China were advised to get ready to leave and thousands of
cruise ship passengers were being quarantined.  Those of us
with cruises booked for our holidays looked on a bit alarmed and
wondered if we might have to change our plans. 

Discussions on viruses started
and the benefits or otherwise of wearing masks began to
emerge. 

Storm Dennis washed an
abandoned ‘ghost ship’ onto rocks off Co. Cork.  The World
Health Organisation stated, “China’s coronavirus outbreak poses a
very grave threat for the rest of the world and should be viewed as
public enemy number one”. 

During March things were
beginning to look concerning and our level of awareness increased.
Hygiene and handwashing were a new focus. 

Life changed dramatically on
March 17th (St. Patrick’s Day) when Leo Varadkar, our
Taoiseach (Prime Minister) announced that significant steps would
have to be taken to curb the spread of Covid-19.  The first
case in Ireland had been detected less than fourteen days before.
Schools were to close and gatherings curtailed.

I remember watching the speech
on television and inexplicably crying. I was not quite sure why but
I think it was the realisation that this was going to affect my
life and the lives of all my loved ones, in fact, all the
world. 

I was glad and proud to be
Irish, glad to be living in Ireland and proud of our leaders, but
fear was seeping into my mind. The WHO had declared that it was a
Pandemic on March 12th but the message only really hit
me that St. Patrick’s Day 2020.

Lockdown followed and we
learned a new language, virus, cocooning, self-isolating, R numbers
and lots more became commonplace. We proudly stood and acted
together.  

School closures initially
delighted pupils. People started working from home. The old and
vulnerable were told to cocoon. I started ordering groceries online
and having them delivered. I discovered Zoom and video features of
What’sApp. 

Misleading claims and
information appeared on social media and we all hoped that
something simple would be found to stop this in its tracks. I
hoped for some miracle and that the virus would burn out in summer,
alas that was not to be.

During the lockdown, the sun
appeared. It was as if Mother Nature was saying, “Look all is not
lost, the world is a beautiful place”. We all walked miles in the
sun and had takeaway coffee or tea at every opportunity with
occasional meetings with friends or family sitting on the grass or
walls, meters apart.  We talked to loved ones from the end of
the driveway or smiled and waved through closed windows.  We
all missed the hugs, kisses, pats on the back. 

We craved meals out, trips to
the pub, going to the weekly match. We baked, shared recipes,
bemoaned the lack of flour, over-ate, over-drank and binge watched
Netflix. 

We developed a newfound
admiration for nurses and doctors but also postmen, delivery
people, carers. We looked for ‘experts’ and found some in the
Public Health group (NPHET) we were Irish and we would do what was
necessary to get through this.  

We looked at other countries
bemused by talk of herd immunity, civil liberties and
protests.  Black lives matter became a movement after the
death of George Floyd in America. We were both entertained and
appalled by statements made by the American President Donal
Trump. 

People worried about lives and
livelihoods. The big question was how the two could be balanced.
People lost income, jobs. Families struggled with ‘working from
home’ versus ‘childminding whilst at work’. 

Relationships were fractured
and lost or created anew over video calls. It was an opportunity to
ring that long-forgotten friend or reconnect with lost family.
Funerals took place without the normal support to the bereaved;
the Irish wake was put on hold. Marriages were delayed or took
please with reduced numbers of guests. The Leaving Certificate
class of 2020 suffered in their assessment process and transition
from second to third-level education. 

The government created the plan
to re-open up by stages and over time, life began to take on some
semblance of normality in late summer. Wearing masks became the new
normal in retail and indoor settings. Public houses were designated
as ‘acting as a restaurant’ or ‘wet’. Rules applied to everyday
life! We took holidays consisting of a short break in another
county in Ireland or a quick trip to a country on the Green List.
Some risked more and broke the rules.

A big milestone was the
reopening of schools in September, with a huge sigh of relief from
parents and children alike.   

Suffering covered not just
those who contracted the virus but also those who could not access
treatments or experienced cancellations and delays to critical
health care needs. Many people lost jobs and educational
opportunities. Many suffered societal bereavement as they could
only watch life from the side-lines.

During September and early
October, our virus cases began to rise again. The second wave had
arrived. Ireland went back into Lockdown. Health experts warned
that this virus may never go away and that we have to learn to live
with it, with or without a vaccine. There was talk of vaccine
developments that shone a light of hope. Understanding of the
illness was improving all the time and treatments better
understood. 

Irish people experienced this
year as a mixture of both the best and worst that we, as a people
could be.  We saw the Irish way challenged as never before. On
occasions, we became judgemental, opinionated, suspicious and edgy.
We became more caring, more aware and saw the best of people shine
through the gloom. Uncertainty was the only certain thing.
Different strata of society counted the cost and wondered who had
fared worst. 

We all shed tears, had fears,
suffered losses in 2020 but we had good times too, we smiled,
re-evaluated what was important. Some may change their lives or
lifestyles because of lessons learned. Many things have been
delayed or put on hold.  I crave safety, travel but mostly the
time when I can hug loved ones again. 

We are resilient, we look
forward in hope, humour and the knowledge that everything passes,
and this will too.  






Lesley Smith







































“What seems to us as
bitter trials are often blessings in disguise”

Oscar Wilde












Escaping
to Lockdown

Fleeing like refugees,

not looking back,

praying that the Tsunami wave
wouldn’t catch us, 

speeding to the safety of a
refuge with a locked gate, 

a view of the ocean to widen our
frightened horizons.

Unpacking, the peace of the
countryside calms our rattled nerves. 

The still trees smile at our
hasty arrival and return afterwards to their calm being.

The news at 9 pm tells it all,
the whole country takes a breath in, 

it has arrived on our shores and
we have to be vigilant. 






We had read snippets about it on
foreign shores 

the photos of gown drenched
overcrowded hospitals reached us 

we knew then, it was
serious. 






That first week we settled into
a country rhythm,

working in the garden,

walking in the spring
sun, 

marvelling at the beauty around
us. 

Our purple fear seeped into the
earth, 

our oasis held us close,
reassured us.

Visits to our elderly neighbours
from the doorstep 

were greeted with warmth and
kindly concern, 

all had been taken care
of, 

medications were delivered from
the local pharmacy

a weekly box of food from the
local village shop 

meant life continued
on 






At night the sea roars, despite
the strength, 

its rhythm cooling and
strong, 

lulling us to sleep, protecting
us, 

Nothing makes sense
anymore. 






Life has stopped in the last few
months, as we know it. 

Our brothers and sisters of all
colours now wear surgical masks, 

children are warned not to come
too close. 

stay in your own bubble we are
warned. 

More restrictions follow.

The birds on the feeder flying
in all directions feast happily, 

Swooping in, their excited song
fills the air. 

Their impatient feeding brings a
joy, a playfulness 

to this now Halloween
containment. 

Confined to quarters, I busy
myself in activities 

that I always wanted to do,

My sister knits happily
listening to easy Saturday radio. 

Autumnal orange vegetables roast
in the oven.






It’s the luck of the draw.

Born in the right
place, 

with the opportunity to
run, 

to get ahead, 

to move sideways, 

dodge the bullets,

Born where doors open,

we have choices, 

we exercise some power over our
lives, 

The choice to lockdown, a
necessary precaution 

against a danger, to protect
us. 

We are not locked out, 

not out in the cold, or
frozen, 

or drowning in the Mediterranean
seas,

Not abused and
humiliated 

or beaten to a pulp because of
our colour; our sex; our religion. 






I open the window to let the sea
air into the room,

It freshens the space, and its
coldness sends a shiver up my spine.

My fragile heart trembles and
waits. 


     

Mairead de Bhal



From
Plymouth Rock to Rhode Island Red

That was it. 

Michael had saved and saved
every penny. He had counted it, over and over, 6 euros return and
20 euros for the book. Mam had said he could go in on his own, as
long as he got the early bus, and came back at 4 o’clock.

He couldn’t sleep the night
before. His mother prepared his breakfast and looked out the window
for John, his cousin, who worked in the city.

He arrived at exactly 8.45am
and rang the doorbell.  Michael flew out to him, kissing
his mam on the cheek and promising to see her at 4
o'clock. His first trip on his own.

Very few of his friends ever
took the bus; they went into town in their family cars.  It
never bothered him. They had no place to park a car anyways Mam
always said. It had come up in a class discussion about family
cars, he remembered when it was his turn, he couldn’t think of what
to say. Maistear Byrnes had noticed his hesitancy and quickly
passed him by. Michael remembered the sense of relief. 

The older youth pushed him up
the stairs of the bus. They nabbed the front seat, since the bus
turned around just beyond the village, and they were the first on
board for the return journey.  Michael sat back and looked in
amazement. The sweep of soft hills and the sea beyond.  The
view so different from up here. This was his place, his home, his
world.

John knew the next passenger
who sat across from them and they chatted easily about the Sunday
game. Michael stared out at the quiet cows looking gently as the
bus sailed up and down the windy roads, along the sea
road. 

The next village gave more
passengers up to the bus- old ladies with shopping bags and passes,
and laughing teenage girls with makeup and handbags.

The lively chatter of everyone
rang in Michael’s ears, and his eyes marvelled at the busyness of
the city streets. He saw a nun walking across the road, making her
way to a large church; some girls in miniskirts, one of them winked
at him, he looked around to see if John saw her, but he
hadn’t, he wouldn’t want John to see him blush. Just as he was
recovering, John gave him a dig in the ribs. They had arrived
at the station, the bus swung slowly around into the bay, like a
piglet into a pen.  

The minute his feet hit the
pavement, he was dazed, with the crowd. His cousin broke the spell,
grabbing his elbow and steering him on. They found a space,
brushing past a black couple.

The man’s massive muscles
reminded Michael of a wrestler, from the Saturday night wrestling.
He had a shiny tee shirt and a large golden chain, and the
brightest of white teeth. He was laughing with a large lady dressed
in a swath of robes.  His huge tummy went up and down, when he
laughed, and his face glistened shiny like a sliotar on a wet
morning. The woman was fierce-looking, a turban cloth on
her head, a red dress and enormous beaded earrings. When she
grinned up at the man, her earrings made a tiny chiming
sound. 

Distracted, he dropped his bus
ticket and, bending down to lift it up, he stared into a pair of
serious brown oval eyes. She was sitting on a weekend case, with
her hands on her round pigtailed head reading. Calm and deep, she
looked back at him. He lifted the ticket and found himself for a
second caught in her gaze.

Her expression softened and she
smiled. John pulled him up quickly. Michael looked back;
she was peering after him through her father’s legs. He wanted to
go back and ask her name but John was pushing him
onwards. 

They were out on the street,
and he pointed in the direction of the river. The bookshop is
up there, he said, as he took off for work in the opposite
direction. Michael shook himself, realising that he was on his
own, in the city.  The grey stone with a glint of silver like
the sea in the early morning bounced back at him, he squinted and
held his head high to see if he could catch any landmarks.  He
saw the name of a street he recognised from the instructions his
cousin had given him earlier. Turning to the left, he then had to
take a sharp right, coming out at a T junction, he spotted the
bookshop with the funny sign Mc Kenzies, the oldest bookshop in the
county, founded in 1880’s and going strong ever since. 

When he pushed the green door,
a brass bell tinkled behind him. The quietness shocked him and the
smell, like a wall of lavender in early summer. He stopped for a
moment to breathe, this was the moment he had planned, he had
longed for, that had kept him awake in the dark winter evenings,
long after his mother had fallen asleep, and he could hear her
snoring across the corridor. 

The rows of bookshelves
reaching to the ceiling, leading to cool soft hushed corners, with
small reading stools. The mahogany polished wooden counter
stretched the length of the shop and stopped at a large window
where the River Drule could be seen shining and lazily twisting to
the sea. The warm orange earthed tiled floor, shone with love, lent
a reverence to your walking. A deliberate short cough startled him
out of his reverie. 

A white-shirted young man
leaned over the counter. He wore a blue-spotted dicky bow, and his
blonde hair was in a ponytail like a costume one of the clowns wore
at the summer circus that bundled into town on the August bank
holiday weekend. He cleared his throat again. “Can I help you?”

Michael hesitated trying to
prevent himself from laughing out loud. He steadied himself and
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