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Although they may be in the wind,


the way legends are; told, yet familiar to us


even untold, these events may or may not


be in our time.


But they have been, and they will be to come.


Until there are no more men nor women,


And no more horses.




THE
HORSE
OF
SELENE


JUANITA CASEY


with an afterword by Mary M. Burke


[image: Illustration]




 


 


THERE HAD ALWAYS BEEN horses on the island, a wandering fluid band which had additions at times when a pony broke its hobbles and was away to them, and no one bothered to go and catch it when an ass is better, all told. Or the tinkers’ piebalds would join them, and these being usually entires it was pretty sure next year there’d be some magpie foals with some of the mares. Ponies, a couple of carthorses, and a few good lookers, all as unkempt and wild as mountainy ewes, and all colours.


Death took away from them too, but mostly the body lay where it fell, for it is a great business burying a horse, and the dogs of the island would eat their owners should they fall down. Often the beast would lie strangely by the sea’s edge, with the head stretched out on the tide as though it could see some great land afar off, or one of the colts could not meet the cruelties of winter.


Their leaders changed too; sometimes a gaunt old mare, sometimes a cocky stallion.


A dun left behind still some of his wily breed which are good for anything and indestructible in the heart. A black with a head like a currach one year, and this time a white, a true white with a pretty way of going and a tail he held up like a gale warning.


They looked grand when lit by the sun, or drinking in the lake of an evening when the swans creamed down on the dark water to take their night’s rest, but most thought the horses were a nuisance, a danger, and not what you wished your daughter to see when some damned stallion began his stuff right outside your front windows and, seeing few houses had fences, often right on your very doorstep.


They trampled the island gardens, broke down walls, splintered fences, ate washing and at times terrorised strangers with teeth and bullying.


The worst thing was the harm they did in the graveyard, to which they were irresistibly drawn by its lush grass, and if not seen in time and driven out they would doze propped against the headstones, or lie on a newly dug mound and roll in its flowers, and the great rubbery farts they let out were enough to wake the poor defiled dead themselves.
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As likely as not they are Godless; without their God and therefore without hope of grace or fortune in this world or the next.


Father Muldoon was hot on his favourite scent, a bloodhound of righteousness diligently nosing out the impurities of his congregation and chopping at them with flews smacking and as much spit as a curbed horse, with his Mayo brogue rising as he cornered and shook their iniquities one by one on a fine Sunday morning.


For the season of the cars and the caravans was on; over the hills the tourists crawled and dipped, the students padded, the Americans gawped, swivelling their cameras in a frenzy to record every moment of their fishbowl tour, the caravans bumped along the gritty tracks and the tents flowered all over the island as though the rains brought them up overnight. The English men subdued the lakes with flailing rods and prickly hats, and their bored wives tried to appear unconcerned at the avid eyes consuming them to the bone from every side. The tinkers ran their feet off and exhausted their repertoire of disasters for extracting sympathy at its best, money. The tourists, the guests, the visitors, the bloody foreigners arrived in Aranchilla as the cuckoos wisely left.


These were the people Father Muldoon thundered against at his annual verbal flagellation of the subject; most were un-Catholic, worse, atheists; these would corrupt and serpent into his flock their particular brands of temptation, their smiles hid the devil’s leer if only his poor flock could see it, their radios spewed forth lewdness to which they danced and shook like savages, their young men were as ravenous for the female population of the island as savage dogs after innocent lambs – the innocent lambs shuddered with holy fear and unholy expectation – and their young women were set down upon the fair shores of Aranchilla to flaunt their shorts and uplift for the express purpose of leading the island men to whore after strange gods.


Father Muldoon’s ‘whore’ rolled round the heads of his congregation like thunder and dogs’ teeth over bones, and the male members, returning abruptly from reveries of the shorts and uplift, jumped visibly.


The tirade over, his shaken flock emerged into the sun, drawing their ordinary selves back on again like comfortable old coats, and Father Muldoon, tipping back the last measures of the altar wine, was unaware he had said ‘Good luck now’ to the Crucifixion as he did so.


[image: Illustration]


Miceal, leaving Mass, walked slowly uphill through the white houses to the edge of the lower mountain, where the walls, which firmly kept the field patches in place, gave up the struggle and let the big stones of the mountain take over. Living alone, a further mile up the track, he took his main evening meal with his aunt’s people and Sunday dinner.


A smell of roast came down to him and he saw only the one Ulster pig which ran to meet him, then turned back, keeping a squinting black look on him sideways. He wondered did he know what the smell was, that its wee brother could become in a twinkling such a savour that the mouth watered. The farm dogs sat as near the kitchen door as they could, with heads up, drawing down the goodness of it to their very earbones, eyes closed and noses fingering every nuance and subtlety as it wreathed round their heads like a savoury crown.


He was at the door when he thought suddenly of the girl he had seen by the strand on the night before, when taking up his five cows to their milking. Sure to God Father Muldoon’s words could not be for this one; her smile had been quick and her face clear and as open as the islanders’ were clouded. She had turned away to some others by the fire they had made from the furze around.


She was a student, he thought. Her hair was long and very fine he could see, and so fair it seemed almost white. He had looked away then, feeling awkward when one of the cows had streamed just by them, but they had said good evening as though it hadn’t been at all. He heard them singing later, and one of their lads was playing a guitar. The tune one he didn’t know.


He jabbed the nearest cow up the path to the croft, and turned to watch the cars on the white hill road running like ants down a peeled stick. It was strange how sound carried over the lake some nights. He could still hear the singing. A heron stood like a post in his usual place, and Miceal saw the swan, that had lost its mate, drawn away from the others with its head coiled down its back.


God save all here; he stood in the door’s arch and his aunt called from the back, Is it you Miceal. It is. Well, and if you’re not the tardy one …


Potatoes banged their heads on a lid and water was strained over the nettles. A cat leaped crossly for the wall as the boiling stream sidled towards him, threatening a novel neutering had it caught him where he was literally napping. Miceal stood by his place as the roast was hurried to the table, and outside, where the bent-though-undaunted nettles still steamed, the dogs straightened and their eyes hardened.
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In the rare sunlight, the band of horses, which all that morning had delighted the visitors photographing them in statuesque poses against the dramatic scenery, and who had accepted their offerings of bread with a withdrawn thoughtfulness curiously irritating in its lack of gratitude, grazed with gritty determination among the headstones once again, snatching and roping in the grass as they expected to be chased out with the usual outrage, hurriedly sorting flowers with fumbling lips and discarding the artificial.


The big black, with the lightning blaze, rocked gently back and forth with his behind digging into the pleasantly sharp edge of a Celtic cross, and the white, raising his tail, sighed, and Mary, beloved wife of Fintan Duffy, received an unexpected tribute which would guarantee a powerful growth of grass around her for a good year.
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The first ass set the doors of the morning swinging on rusty hinges; she wakened Miceal as usual. She was always the first to roar, blast her.


Uh-huh, uh-huh, it went on and on.


A dying Huhhhhhh, and she listened contentedly for the resultant pandemonium.


The tinkers’ jack in the valley nearly split himself in answer, and immediately every contrary beast on the island honed out its challenge, greeting or lament to all the others in its hairy hierarchy. They sawed the island into chunks, and only, when the last despairing chord had died away, did the returning silence help it rearrange itself again.


The mountain was unmoved; it had to be a very fine day before it took off its cap of clouds to the sun. A pair of ravens croaked to each other in familiar husband-and-wife voices as they eyed the lands below them, and planed down on the strand to see what the night’s tide had left. The same heron prepared to guard his day as rigidly as he had the night, occasionally stalking out like a grey Christian Brother, to catch and chastise the young eel, swallowing him sins and all. R.I.P. and the cold yellow eye unswivelled and unrelenting.


Got ye, ye young scab.


Shrill terns eddied and blew, crouched and twinkled here and there, and the swans, feeling the chop of the dawn wind against their breasts, rose together with a carillon of wings and beat down to the more sheltered end of the lake, turning with a quickening pulse into the wind and taking the water again, still together and with a jabot of foam at every breast.


The lonely one at first took no heed of them going, then as they cruised with heads under the shallows, he rose heavily, leaned downwind after them and landed a distance away. In a fury of self-aggression he surged about without purpose in his frustration and loneliness, his raised wings guarding his frenzy.
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Miceal’s black cows lay waiting for him quietly under the wall; they had ground their night away and swallowed it, belched up the stars and swallowed them, breathed in the clouds and the mists out of their mouths, and had lain on pockets of the night wind which was easy to the bones.


They were hornless, and their black polls rose from the surrounding hair like rocks from seaweed. They breathed quietly and dozed, their fringed black eyelashes drawn over their eyes like undertakers’ curtains, and one had her tail curled round like an old-fashioned cream jug.
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Cockerels, waiting until the ass competition was ended, saluted the dawn, the island, their wives and particularly themselves and, like the rest of the inhabitants, went back to sleep again.
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Down in the tents and in the caravans, alarm clocks resounded with habit, aggravating everyone and frightening the tar-faced sheep which fled up the dunes, scattering pebbles and pellets in crossfire panic. The one trousered goat amongst them, put there vaguely for fertility and protection, grinned to the sky unperturbed, and scratched the root of his pointed tail with one expert horn.


The wives relaxed again thankfully, some of the young men and girls strove to join interrupted episodes to the next hopeful instalment, and husbands burrowed back into sleep like puppies after milk. Only the children were up, quiet and uncertain what to do, fearing to disturb by playing too early. Three were hysterical with threatened explosion, listening by one of the caravans to a snorer with talent and variety, whose best arpeggio rose to the booming crescendo of a sea elephant in rut.
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And the horses slipped and stumbled down the shifting stones on to the white strand, where they nosed and blew over the seaweed, bit neighbourly necks as favours granted and received, until the white horse, imagining something beside a rock, swerved and hightailed up the sand, cupping it away from him in quick jerks, as a stag does, head turning back, eyeing his ghost from either side and whistling nasally like a swan. The others, caught with the excuse of his assumed fears, joyfully pounded after him.


The crash of their hooves on the stones joined the roar of the surf, and the noise thundered over the tents and caravans as though the 600 were to die again.


The call to reveille never saw so many rising so quickly as on the plains of Aranchilla.
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Miceal had milked his cows; they were at leisure to go where they willed for the day, for all the beasts could roam at commonage except the asses, which being needed for the turf and aught else, hopped and curtseyed bleakly round the homesteads, prim forelegs hobbled virginally together to prevent straying.


He stood as he always did, even when raining – which Lord alone knows was often enough – listening to the island taking on the day, and watching the play beginning at every turn.


Sounds rose, though so removed from their origins that it was not easy to place them.


A dog, soundlessly barking around the heels of cows; you knew he was barking, but by the time the sound had weaselled up the sides of the mountain, the barking came from an empty field, and dog and cows were up the lane and nearly home to the pail.


He saw whose fields were knitted with lain hay, whose cows, black like his own, still awaited their owners at the gates, who was it walked by the lake, who had begun to hem his handkerchief field with the plough, whose haycocks were safely hatted against the weather; the tinkers spreading out over the furze like rabbiting dogs gathering sticks for their day’s fire, the soundless splashing of their chequered horses as one of their children in a red coat chased them back to the camp through the wet edges of the lake.


He watched, as always. He could see to the strand’s edge, which had only the horses on it usually at this time, but he could see, too, that no one was yet out of the yellow-and-blue tent where the fair girl was. He stretched and yawned, and the collie, watching his face as a man watches weather, ran down the path, came back to see if he was following, curled up his tail like a teacup handle and trotted ahead with a skitter of claws on the hard white stones.
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The aunt Minna was rattling around her kitchen in the flurry which still twitched her about, even though her entire family save one lad and a girl was away in England. She had been without her man, Peadar, for years. The habit never left her, and she flew and scurried from morning until nightfall, down to the village, back up again even more pressingly as she felt time and the incline conspirators against her, out to the hens, here, there and all places at the same breathless trot, and always accompanied by noise. Things fell, were knocked over, replaced to fall again, admonished crossly and she was sure moved again of their own volition with the sole intention of aggravating the heart and soul out of her. Paper of all sorts was particularly given to treasonable activity. For her bags burst quietly and with unseen craft, trickling away their contents out of one corner with stealth and spite, or magnificently and suddenly, with abandon and purpose, all over.


Newspapers were liable to fight; pages shifted from back to front, and when replaced, some demon managed to whisk them round upside-down. They suddenly grew paper arms and tried to strangle her with the power of the printed word, and lovingly clung round her feet like a proposing lover, hobbling and finally throwing her in a welter of market reports, Father of Nineteen Dies Suddenly, and Girl Says She Was Forced, says Gardaí.


A smiling Sister, now happily Mary Immaculate and formerly Miss Betty O’Donnell of Letterkenny, home on holiday for six weeks from Florida, spent it uncomfortably wedged under one of Aunt Minna’s shoes, with her smile pressed into the ragged red strip of ancient material the aunt called me bitta Turkey, and firmly believed it. Although at such an insult it was a wonder it didn’t up and render the whole of ‘Kevin Barry’, seeing it came from the backs of several County Leitrim ewes, long since martyred and, for once, not by the British.


Aunt Minna, getting herself and the fragments together, found the Girl Forced only to take a shortcut home, which was downright dishonesty and added yet another recruit to those forces designing her constant discomforture.


The deceased Father of Nineteen’s obituary drew a snort and the comment No Wonder.


Peadar, good man, shifting constantly from chair, bed, table or wherever Minna ordered him as she swept, polished and besomed around him, finally shifted obediently into his grave where he could cause no more obstruction. He used to tell her that she’d surely find something undone should the ‘Last Post’ sound unexpectedly and rush back, even if it meant St Peter himself was kept waiting to lock up after the last straggler in. Being an old IRA man, he slipped in an army metaphor whenever possible, to remind those all too easily forgetful of his fight for their freedom.


In fact, the only battle he’d been near was over a good hour when he arrived on a borrowed bicycle, and the only smoke rising was not from the battlefield but from the village dinners. He was wounded ‘on patrol’, not as he would have you believe in a glorious charge against the Saxon foe, but from a bullet accidentally fired by an unpatriotic dog tripping over his .303 while he was privately behind a bush. He had a stiffness in his gait which folk thought was his leg; only Minna and his Company knew the truth of it. Twelve-Bore Kinsella he was called from then on, the only man with two holes where most had the one. Now, his Celtic cross leaned awry away in the cemetery at the mountain’s foot, worn smooth on the corners, not from pious lips but by the rubbings of horses. The big black was responsible for its Pisa, going down against it and flattening along it ecstatically as a dog does against a fence.


The graveyard was aloof from its church and from the rest of the island, not like the Protestant church that broods her stony chicks tucked close about her.


A steep track of white stones nibbled among the boulders to it. From a distance its white headstones looked like a gardener’s markers at the end of his planted rows; here lieth Forget Me Not, dearly beloved wife of Winter Broccoli. You expected a wholesale flowering, suddenly, the dead all blooming in a riot of colours, and only sour old Maguire would come up an artichoke to spoil the effect. So many of the graves were marked with the shining white quartz stones taken from the mountain, and so many of these stones still remained on it, up to the very top, like so many stars Miceal used to think them, that it was difficult to tell which were people and which was mountain, which perhaps is as it should be.
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Miceal bent his head quickly and crossed himself as his path joined the track to the graveyard. His father, Patrick Kinsella, was there since a young man; Miceal could not remember him; he was taken, as were so many then, with the broken lungs. His mother too; only two years gone and now he was alone at the croft.


It seemed far longer to Miceal, set now into a steady rhythm of life like a horse ploughing.


A strong, remote woman, silent and seemingly hard, she had no time for tears, either in other people or in her own children. She had worked as hard and as long hours as a man at the tasks of the farm as well as her own, her dress long, usually grey, a handkerchief over her hair, always a large apron and a man’s boots. Her hands were brown and corded, her face he remembered rocky, square between the scarf’s frame, the eyes a curious silver, so pale they were hardly a blue, sometimes frightening. She was thought by many to have the gift of the Sight, but this she neither affirmed nor denied, or if she knew it, had never used it for or against anyone in her lifetime.


But if she said someone was mad or a fool or good, then in spite of opposite appearances, that person was as she said, however well-hidden or denied.


And if she said, unexpectedly, a horse would bolt, or Mrs Collins would get horned soon by the cow she particularly doted on, or that striped collie was going to tear the face off the youngest Tuohy, then these things happened. Even though you would have said Lavell’s old grey would no more run if you were to fire a cannon through his ears, and Mrs Collins’s cows were all her children, she never having one, and the collie had always been young Mrs Tuohy’s pet for years. But Mary Kinsella knew that Mrs Collins would enrage her quick little cow by trying to make its calf hers too, and the striped collie, banished to the yard and neglected now that the Tuohys had their firstborn, at last would one day wreak his distress upon his innocent usurper.


And much as Mary disliked horses, which she did though she never told why, she knew them and saw them in a way which was strange, seeing that she hardly went near one.


Miceal remembered suddenly a day when she was driving in the cows for milking; two were blue then, and she was wearing a blue dress; blue sky. One cow was black, so were the two cats, the sheepdog and the mountain behind; the cottage, the walls, one cow and his mother’s apron, clouds and daisies all were white.


Everything had become quite still, for a moment; it seemed as though all movement froze, toy figures in a modelled background, like those sets in the town shops, or as though this was a painting done only in blue and white, black and grey. He had forgotten: his mother’s headscarf, another cat, and the roof were grey; so was the mist coming in, as he had turned, from the sea. You would have had to make the grass bright green though, he thought.
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Of her six sons, all had gone except Miceal, who made scarce a living from his land, but was content with it.


Two with her, under the stones of the mountain, and Conal and Milo away in England on the farms, and the young Paudi, also in England, at anything at all.


Paudi was the wild one, never at anything for long, often on the road. He was back and forth over the Irish Sea like the colt breaking first into the one field then into another. Content with neither and with the feeling that he was missing something in the one he’d just left.


Paudi enjoyed his own voice and was argumentative though without having the wit or learning to construct or defend his views. He was dark and at first glance handsome, but when seen closer certain slips, like faults in rock, became visible. His face could change so that he no longer seemed good-looking. His bright blue eyes would not be held, and had the same unbalanced shine of certain greyhounds. He was a devil with women, he liked to think, and was such a clever talker he could lead astray a Plato, both ending up by brilliantly speaking on subjects neither knew how they came to, and which meant nothing at all. Paudi was a magpie with language; he picked out bright phrases and glitter laughter, he stole from literary nests. Such a voice naturally charms the ears off women and horses, and can lead a man away on a brilliant verbal jig which leaves him breathless at the finish, but no better off. Paudi was an Irish Orpheus, his voice his lute.
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Miceal was dark too, as were most of the island men, with black hair as thick as a bullock’s curling at his neck, and the pale, startling eyes of his mother. They had the same strange, unexpected quality as those of jackdaws and the silver-eyed merle sheepdog. Dark and light exchange. With the same impact as when a jet-black horse turns not a brown eye to you, but a china stare.


Dark clothes, dark faces; the figures of the island men were dark, in a dark landscape. They stood quite still, like statues, in fields, at the sea’s edge, on a headland. The tall dark standing stone would move and become a man. The women were in movement; sometimes a bright colour in a skirt or headscarf, which shouted in the rare sun. They would pause in their work to watch the stranger, with heavy stares like bullocks, but it was a pause only, and not the long looking, the communion of the men.


They were like statues placed here and there to watch the centuries stride past the island; their purpose now unknown, their design most ancient. The men stood and had forgotten why.


[image: Illustration]


On bright days, from the furthest distance you could see clearly the white milk-can in a man’s hand, or the tinny flash of fish on a string, so intensely luminous the eye would bruise with colour. Light, that came in stealth with the cold dawn, needling and ferreting over the rocks and prominences, sending the shadows rabbiting for cover; light that triumphantly unrolled the colours of the island so that every field and bog and lake flew its flag of mustard yellows, violets and greens, printed with the blue of scabious, the red poppies and the white pennants of the bog cotton.


It flashed off the white cottages, which on Aranchilla seemed not to have been put together nor built at all, but put down by the hand, and pressed well into the turf to firm them in.


Light transformed the lake to sapphire and the rivers to bronze, signalled among the quartz stones, ricocheted off walls. Cartwheels fizzed like comets, horses’ shoes spun like sixpences; the light frothed and flickered and flung out the patched quilt of the island to the sun.


Everything steamed and shimmered as though a thousand lids were off the puddles and their stones nearly soft to the fork, and the roads writhed like cooking eels. On these days the sky full-sailed over Aranchilla, and the sea flung a rainbow at every headland.


And the people of the island, though watchful for the wind’s dog that circles unseen to nip in when the jacket is off, would smile and bless the day.


They knew well how the grey storm, the wind dog’s master, can rise in minutes out of the Atlantic, and snatch off all the colours, twist the heads from the flowers, clear the washing lines, anger the lake, jump on every beast’s back and hammer his sides, and cut the smile from the sun’s face with one swipe. It was therefore not often a man took off his coat for very long and, when he did, never left it far off.


The only one not caught out at all was the mountain, who wound a cloud round his bald rock at the first spit, and accepted the inevitable.


This was the land that had made Miceal; made him of darkness and thought, from rocks and waters of endurance, of the quick light.
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He went down to his aunt’s croft to see what help she needed that day. His own hay was cut, Minna’s yet to fall. Neighbours would come to both, and they would help them in turn.


The Kenny boys were in the yard, and Minna would have a load of seaweed from them for her back patch, she thought. He climbed on to the trailer with young Sean, and the dogs jostled for places beside them.


The tractor banged along the dunes and one of the dogs fell off; Pat drove like a madman, and they roared at him to slow down a bit, ye mad whore.


At the yellow-and-blue tent, the fair girl and her friends were cooking something over their fire; a young man lay crucified in sleep on his back with a pink beach hat over his face. She looked up and, seeing Miceal, waved. He got a dig from Sean.


As they turned down on to the strand they saw a dark girl walking towards the group of horses at the far end. Miceal remembered her, she had been one of those round the tent the first time he passed.


She won’t get far with them, he thought. She’ll get the arse kicked off her, boy, Pat shouted over one shoulder.


The horses’ ears were set at her in audience, their eyes on her bulging as they do when a horse tries to look straight at something, and not trying it first with one and then the other.


She stood still. The white horse looked out to sea uncertainly, then suddenly walked towards her.


Hearing the tractor she turned to look, and the thread snapped. The white horse wheeled away, then slowed and chose his way up the pebbles, followed slowly by the others. The dark girl picked up a stone and threw it high. Jesus, she’s a mane like a horse too, said Sean.


Some people can do anything with horses. I’d like to get a holta that filly myself, boy, Pat whispered through his teeth.


Ah, shut up. Miceal forked up the first strands on to the trailer, but let his glance follow her over the fork. A pink father and his shrimp family appeared on the dunes, and the inevitable plastic ball bounced onto the beach in front of them, rolling to a disappointed stop, like a bore seeking a suitable victim in an empty bar.
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The village had rubbed the dust from its thatched eyes by now. Carpets were hung out over bushes, cats escaped from the domestic turmoil, washing lines dressed overall, and old backs creaked as their owners bent painfully to the ropes of tethered cows, humped and black, long-haired and anchored like currachs, chewing their ground-swell cud.


Mrs Nolan brightly hung out her poor bird to take the air under the swinging ‘Sea View’; Mrs Nolan loved fresh air, and a gale usually blew through her house as a result, swelled and bellied through her open windows, and belched the back door open so that nothing ever shut properly. The bird had a mariner’s list through constantly straining to keep his perch, and didn’t dare turn away from the wind in case all his feathers blew off.
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Garda John Mulloy, feeling under the Rhode Island for his special brown egg, found none, and told her plainly and distinctly she was a contrary old whore, felt again round her twiggy legs and was rewarded for his rudeness with an egg of a different colour.


Run the tap, woman, run the bloody tap, roaring into the kitchen with his hand stuck out like a frying pan on fire.


What in God’s name is the matter, as Mrs Mulloy ran, fearing he’d at least cut it off altogether. Shite woman, shite.


Philomena Mulloy, long used to insults, resigned herself for another of John’s off-days and did as she was told, not realising that this time he made no more than a plain statement.
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Mrs Letitia Baggot, butcher, stirred late from a long and involved dream in which she had first neatly charted in the relevant cuts in marking ink upon her late husband’s body, which had somehow obligingly laid itself out for this purpose on her marble slab and, considering she had buried him eleven years at Christmas, he was miraculously fresh.


She had then cut him up easily and with not a hitch, and hung him, wrapped in bits of Xmas paper all over the shop ceiling, not so much to tempt the public to try him, but as a novel kind of interior decoration, a sort of fleshly mobile, for Mrs Baggot prided herself on being ‘contemprary’ in all she did. Her house and shop, to this end, were painted a turgid lung-pink, the doors and windows a bright, arterial red.
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