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Whether it was the heat, or all the beer he’d drunk after finally managing to get the hay in on 
his own that August night, but Brinley Taylor could only sleep in fits. He’d had that dream 
again, the same one that had recurred for almost five years. He’d had his brother by the 
throat, throttling him slowly, enjoying the terror in his eyes. He’d squeezed and squeezed 
with his thumbs on his airways until the breath had left him and his body had gone limp in his 
hands. When Brinley had woken, his forehead was beaded with sweat. His torso was tense 
and rigid and he felt as though the air in the bedroom had weight, pressing down heavy on his 
chest, taking his own breath away.  

 The dream had unsettled him this time more than ever: so much so that he couldn’t 
contemplate turning over and trying to get back to sleep. Instead, he got out of bed, walked 
along the corridor into the kitchen, keyed in the code to the safe in the pantry, took out the 
key and unlocked the tall cupboard in the corner. Minutes later, he found himself, across the 
stock fence that separated his bungalow standing on fifty acres from his brother’s farm with 
its two hundred and fifty acres of prime agricultural land. Once it had been just one farm of 
three hundred acres. It was still known to the Gower locals and the postman simply as The 
Taylors, Sluxton Farm. 

 He walked with urgency. There were things that needed doing. The rough grass was 
springy under his boots and seemed to lift him along. He found his pace quickening as he 
drew nearer to the meadow. With every step, a new emotion flooded his head. There was 
self-pity, yes he’d own up to that. But self-doubt, no. Mostly there was a festering anger. 
What had he ever done to deserve his mother to say he’d been an afterthought? He’d never 
asked to hear her say that he hadn’t been planned, that he’d been born on the change twenty 
years after his brother, Lyndon. He’d never asked to be written out of the farm in the will. 
They could have run it together, Lyndon and him, couldn’t they? Can’t let you have more 
than fifty acres, the bastard had said, fifty more than Mother’d have given you. How the hell 
could he live off that? Bloody impossible. He was his brother, for God’s sake. But Lyndon 
had only said that he had a family now, needed to think about the future, had to pass 
something on. 

 That’s when the fence had gone up along with the little bungalow and Brinley started 
to scratch a living: ewes which lambed in spring which he sold for a pittance, ewes which 
weren’t worth shearing anymore as there was nothing in fleeces, twenty or so heifers which 
gave him a bit more but not enough to stop him having to get work in the local abattoir to 
make ends meet. He had no idea what his future would hold. 

 He’d never forget the taste of ozone in the air that night as he ploughed across his 
brother’s land. The thunder would come later. He wouldn’t forget the look in the grey mare’s 
eyes either as he approached her through the lower meadow, the clover grass wet against his 
pyjama bottoms. The dark brown eyes had a stoic acceptance about them, full with milky 
liquid. She wasn’t spooked at all: didn’t pace or hoof, move any of those fine fetlocks of hers, 



or let out a snort. Her ears pricked just ever so slightly as he drew nearer, and said, sorry girl, 
before he cocked the shotgun and blasted her brains out. 

 Brinley watched the great mass of mare heave to the ground with a finality that 
shocked him. He’d never thought himself capable of such an act of violence. If someone had 
told him all those years ago that he’d kill his young niece’s best show pony, deny her the 
pleasure of cantering around those jumps that her father had erected for her, he wouldn’t have 
thought it possible. But he’d done it. He could smell the spent cartridge; the lifeless hulk on 
its side on the grass.  

 His legs started to shake and he sank to the ground alongside the mare to try and hold 
himself together. From his perspective, it was as though she was sleeping and he expected her 
to stir at any second, or to see her bulking abdomen rise and fall. But she was as still as only 
death can be. Brinley felt a peace that came from her, a fleeting nothingness that he hadn’t 
felt in years.  

 He’d found it easy to get back to sleep after that, bloated with the smug satisfaction 
that his brother wouldn’t be feeling so calm when he rose in the morning and found the prize 
mare slaughtered in the meadow. Brinley felt bad about his niece, she didn’t really deserve to 
feel the pain and the grief that she’d feel; but sometimes kids had to suffer things they didn’t 
ask for.  

 Brinley wondered whether his brother would know it was him who’d shot the mare. 
There’d be big consequences, if he did. There’d be the sobs of the little girl and a story 
Lyndon would have to tell her of some wicked person who’d come in the night under the din 
of the thunder to carry out this deed and yes, it was sad, that there were such people in this 
world. There’d be the palaver of dealing with the fallen mare: whether Lyndon would decide 
to dig a pit and incinerate himself as he could legally, or have the Ministry come and take the 
carcass away. Lyndon wasn’t one, like some in these parts, who’d leave an animal rot 
somewhere quiet. Brinley would wait for the consequences, hand himself over willingly to 
their inevitability. It would be a release he thought, like vomiting, when you had felt sick for 
too long. 

* 

Days passed. Summer became autumn became winter. Life at the farm split by blood went on 
as it had done for the past five years: there was no seething visit to the bungalow, no vitriolic 
accusations that were itching to be answered. Nothing. Not a word. Brinley found it hard to 
believe that Lyndon had not automatically assumed it was him: if the situation had been 
reversed, he would have known with a brother’s intuition deep in the gut. They shared the 
same DNA for God’s sake, had shared their mother’s womb at different times in her life, 
suckled at the same breasts. Brinley knew then that there was nothing as dead as dead love. 

 The guilt Brinley had felt in the first few months after the event curdled in his 
stomach but he was surprised that it eased with time. When August came around again, he 
sometimes wondered whether it had ever happened at all. Life on the other side of the fence 



had moved on, his little niece was smiling again with a new pony to replace the one that had 
gone in the night. Things could quickly be forgotten, by everyone, it seemed.  

 August brought a woman into Brinley’s life too. He’d been in school with her, but 
hadn’t had any inclinations towards her until he saw Ann Grove again at a Young Farmer’s 
pig roast at Weobley Castle. She wasn’t exactly what you’d call a looker, but she’d make a 
great farmer’s wife judging by the build on her. She was the only child at Bank Farm, 
Llangennith: she’d been bred for the job and she’d be good to breed too: heavy-hipped and 
strong. She’d be the making of him. He’d be a proper farmer one day too, all those acres that 
would come with her on their marriage. He would have land, kids of his own, something he 
could pass on, just like fucking Lyndon. 

 Brinley knew how people all over Gower talked about what went on at Sluxton 
between the two brothers and what didn’t. They made up stories to fill the gaps. He wondered 
if anything had ever come out about the dead mare. Wondered if Ann had heard anything. If 
she had, she never said. But the thought that it might come out picked at Brinley constantly.  

 “How about we get married?” he said to Ann. 

 “What’s the rush?” she said, “do I seem that desperate?” 

 “No, but… kids?” 

 “Next summer, then. Give us time to plan.” 

 “Sooner. How about a winter wedding? New Year’s Day? A fresh page?” 

 “You’ll make a lovely, dad, you know.” 

 “D’you think so?” Brinley said. 

And so it was decided. 

* 

Just when things seemed to be going well for the first time in his life, that autumn as Ann and 
her family busied themselves with the minutiae of planning a village wedding for their only 
girl, Brinley’s dreams started to invade his sleep again. They weren’t of his brother this time, 
but of the grey mare. Every night he’d kill that mare. Over and over again, he’d kill her in 
exactly the same calculating way. In the dream she’d be alive in the meadow, her mane 
tossed back, hooves thundering as she cantered around the perimeter of the field as she saw 
him draw near. Quiet girl, it’s alright, he’d say. But the horse sensed the fear in the air, flared 
her nostrils at its distinctive stench. And then Brinley would see those eyes, those knowing 
eyes full of foreboding as she knew her end was near. And then he’d splatter her bloody 
brains out again and again and again. 



 He would wake with a start from the dream at the sound of the shotgun and he would 
sit bolt upright in his bed, sweating and shaking just as he’d done on the night it had 
happened. For this dream told him, repeatedly, that it had all actually happened. 

 There were never any scenes in the dream of his brother: he found that strange, that 
the consequences didn’t play out. All he saw was that damn mare. He saw it where he had left 
it in the wet meadow, swelling and distorting, the belly distending. Saw crows and magpies 
perched on its back, beaking and bobbing its drying hide, pecking into the meat below. Saw 
buzzards gorging on the carrion. Watched the flies taking hold of the flesh, the maggots crawl 
and feast. Saw the beast picked clean until only a dried heap of bones remained and a skull 
with the eyes gouged and the sockets hollow and exposed. 

 It was hard to shake off the feeling he was left with as daylight broke. He tried to 
work it off, told Ann his subdued mood was due to the wedding. Jitters. And no, he wasn’t 
changing his mind. He couldn’t wait. 

* 

The Groves wanted to put on a good show for their only daughter. It would be a big wedding. 
They’d do it in the Gower way. The gates of the church at St Cenydd’s would be tied with 
ribbon until the happy couple gave money to be let out after the ceremony; the local farmers 
would be standing outside with their guns and would fire into the air as a salute to the married 
couple as they emerged from the churchyard and onto the village green. It would be a 
wedding, the scale of which people would talk about for years to come. Brinley would have 
his stag do and Ann her hen do; but the Groves insisted that it wouldn’t be the night before 
the wedding. That wasn’t the way things were done in these parts. 

 On New Year’s Eve it was open house at Bank Farm: everyone in the village who was 
coming to the wedding or not was welcome to come for a drink, and toast the happy couple. 
The Groves had got barrels of beer from The King’s Head, and there was seasonal mulled 
wine simmering on the range, the scent of cinnamon in the air. All the wedding presents were 
on show in the sitting room: towels and toasters, cut glass vases and wine goblets and 
tumblers, cutlery sets and candelabra, an electric carving knife and a deep-fat fryer. 
Everything one could ever wish for. Inside the Christmas tree remained tastefully decorated 
and lit with white lights and the white light theme had been extended outside too: the porch 
was twinkling with tiny fairy-lights like stars which lit up the yard along with the moon, just 
on the wane.  

 By 10pm the farmhouse was heaving, the drink flowing and there was much tale-
telling of goings-on in Gower. But of Sluxton there was not a whisper. People came and 
went: there was no set time to come or go. It would finish up when it did. Some planned to 
stay to see the New Year in with a song. Edna Grove got on the piano and accompanied Stan 
Grove as he kicked things off with Because, an old favourite from their youth. A group of 
farmers stood up and together did the Bold Gendarmes from Gilbert and Sullivan. When the 
doorbell went, as was the custom, the bride-to-be and her groom would go to the door to 
receive the guests and bring them in.  



 It must have been about 11.45pm that Brinley remembers the singing had become 
slightly maudlin. It always did with the drink. Soon there were hymns, and then hymns in 
Welsh and the television was on in the corner with the sound turned down but ready for Big 
Ben to strike the New Year in. And then he heard the doorbell go. 

 “They’re cutting it fine,” he said to Ann, “just in time.” 

 Hand in hand, they left the noise of the sitting room, shut the door behind them and 
walked along the passage to the front porch. As Brinley opened the front door, it was the 
brilliance of the white that hit him, ghostly white under the fairy-lights and the winter moon. 
He’d know those eyes anywhere; though of course there were no eyes now, just the sockets in 
the immense cathedral of a skull which was in close-up, inches from his face. Below the skull 
was a white cotton sheet, draped loosely over a figure it completely obscured. The cotton rose 
and fell just slightly in the cold breeze to reveal the feet which stood now stood on the step. 
He clutched Ann’s hand tightly as the voice within the skull began to sing an old wassailing 
song, pleading for admittance and to be the entertainment to bring in the New Year. He’d 
know that voice anywhere.  

 

 


