
 

 

 

 

 

 

The Stone Goddess. 

 
(Winner of the 2005 Bram Stoker Gothic Short Story Award.) 

 

“There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your 
philosophy.”   

                                         Shakespeare’s Hamlet: Act 1, Scene 5. 

 

[The Bard of Avon knew that there are some things in this world that are not fully 

understood and are best left alone.  There are some things in this world that harbor secrets 

that are not for the human eye or ear; secrets so deep and dark, so ancient and terrible that 

man, should he meddle carelessly or pry too closely, could be utterly destroyed. There are 

many people who do not fully understand this strange law of nature; or indeed, super 

nature. This is a story of two such men.] 

 

                                                 ............................................. 
 

It is morning in Jack Kavanagh’s Bed & Breakfast Guest House on the west coast of Clare. As he went 

about his usual morning tasks, Jack paused for a moment at the kitchen window to survey the Atlantic 

Ocean that spread before him like a vast blue-gray blanket.  

“It certainly is rough today.” He thought, his eyes following the wild, white horses as they bolted 

landward before smashing themselves on a foaming shore. 

“There will be a storm before evening, for sure” He said to nobody in particular. His eyes then fell on a 

squat, stone building a few hundred yards to the southwest that nestled in an exposed and tree-less hollow 

between his house and seashore.  This ancient – and now abandoned – church-graveyard of St. Ronan had 

been the site of Pilgrimage for local people for centuries. 

Now, as the dark, gray clouds gathered on the distant horizon, Kavanagh was struck by how lonely the 

church looked - surrounded as it was by a tangle of mossy, weather-beaten old gravestones - on this All 

Souls Eve; the first day of winter.  

The hum of conversation from the dining room drew Jack Kavanagh back to the business of the day. It 

was obvious to Jack, as he served breakfast to his two guests that they were not in the best of spirits. Phil 

O’Carroll and Joe McCarthy - both Civil Servant Officials from the Department of Monuments - were 

regular visitors to Kavanagh’s ‘Sea-View’ Guesthouse in the course of their work; which took them to all 

parts of the country. 

 



They had arrived from Dublin the previous evening and after small talk with Kavanagh and his wife 

Brigid, and a few pints in the local pub, they had retired for the night. They were down awaiting breakfast 

in the dining room before eight o’clock; earlier than Kavanagh had seen them up before and now they sat 

speaking in hushed tones as he prepared their breakfasts in the kitchen. 

 

“Good morning, Mr. O’ Carroll...Mr. McCarthy...and how are ye this morning, gentlemen?” Kavanagh 

brightly inquired while setting plates of sizzling rasher, egg and sausage in front of the two men.  

“Hale and hearty? I trust ye both slept well.” 

The older of the two men, Phil O’Carroll, remained silent as he sat and stared vacantly at the plate placed 

before him.  

 

 

“Ahhh, I...ah...we’ve been better Jack. We’ve been better. I can’t say I slept at all well last night for some 

reason.” 

It was Joe McCarthy who spoke, scrunching up his bony face while running his fingers through his bushy 

black beard. “ And neither did Mr. O’Carroll...right Phil?” 

“Humph!  I've had better nights.” O’Carroll mumbled and continued to peer disconsolately at the place in 

front of him.  Kavanagh began to laugh but stopped short at a black, sideways glare from O’Carroll. 

“Poor sleepers eh? Well, I can see the red eyes on the pair of ye. Oh, probably nothing more than too 

much cheese before bed, you know they do say cheese before bed causes nightmares...or a bad pint 

perhaps?”  

Kavanagh offered reassuringly. “A touch of the ‘morning after’, I expect. “You’ll both be as right as rain 

when you get a good breakfast inside you and get out into the air...take a walk down by the sea maybe. 

Nothing like good country air to clear away the cobwebs I always say” 

“ Oh no!” McCarthy prodded his fried-egg absentmindedly. “I can assure you Jack, it wasn't cheese ...or 

the few pints...it was that bloody dog of yours! Jeez, the beast howled outside my window half the 

Goddamn night. At one stage, I thought it was going to get into the room to me. Don't get me wrong…I 

like dogs. I have a dog...but a vicious dog like that!!…should be kept locked up…chained even.  I hardly 

slept a wink.” McCarthy scowled and continued to prod the now-runny egg white. 

“A dog?...howling?” Kavanagh’s voice registered surprise. “My dog?  That can’t be!...I don't even own a 

dog. Oh, we had a harmless mutt a few years back but he got run over by a lorry out on the road.” 

“Well somebody around here has a dog...because it kept me from my sleep as well!  How could you not 

have heard it? It must have waked half the parish ...you must have heard it! Oh yes, there was a dog all 

right …because I saw the bloody beast…and it looked to me like a...a killer! McCarthy’s right.” 

O’Carroll’s knuckles whitened as he tightened his grip on his knife and fork. “It howled half the night 

below in the yard there. I saw it paw at my window. It damn near pushed in the windowpane. I never saw 

a dog as big in my life...like a...a bloody wolfhound it was! You must have heard it? It howled so as to 

wake the dead! Damn animal kept me from my sleep.”  

“I honestly never heard a thing...” Kavanagh looked at the men in disbelief. “…and neither did Brigid! 

She’s a light sleeper and would have mentioned it if she did. Oh, there are dogs in the neighborhood ... 

sheepdogs... mutts... mongrels... and so forth...but no big dogs...no Alsatians or such...like the one you 

described. Are you sure you didn't dream it all?” 

“It was no dream! How could Joe and I...the both of us... have the same dream? It was definitely no 

dream, I’m sure of that! I don’t know where it came from...but there was a dog out there last night...for 

sure!” 

“Or a wolf...” McCarthy said quietly to himself and shot a glance at his colleague. 



“A wolf? In these parts? Now I know you have been dreaming.” Jack Kavanagh laughed a hard, nervous 

laugh. 

Phil O’Carroll suddenly remembered he did indeed have a dream - an extremely disturbing dream. Now, 

in the early morning light, he frowned as the shadow of its memory crept across his face like a dark cloud.  

He had gone to bed the previous night - happy and relaxed after his visit to the pub - and had slipped 

quickly into an uneasy sleep. His dream now returned to his mind with as clear and real as that dog he had 

seen at his window in the misty moonlight. It had been a truly terrifying dream; like none he had ever 

dreamed before. 

In the dream, he lay on a bed - or stone slab - in a shapeless room in utter, inky darkness. It was darkness 

so deep, so black that he could not fathom it and it weighed oppressively on him. He slowly became 

aware of being watched by eyes peering intensely from the inky blackness. With a sense of growing 

dread, he felt his body being crushed by their willful ferocity.  

Only then did he become aware that he was trapped in the fetters of a dream, a dream from which he 

desperately had to escape. He tried to move his hands and his feet, but could not move a muscle. From 

afar, yet close by, he heard voices -women’s voices - at first whispering, then wailing and anguished, then 

loud and angry. He struggled to come awake. He struggled so violently it seemed as if his heart would rip 

asunder from the strain of his exertions. When he did come awake -heart pounding like an African drum - 

he heard the forlorn howl of a dog from beneath his outside window-ledge. 

It took many minutes before he could fully compose himself and for the remainder of the night he lay 

awake awaiting the first light of a welcome dawn. 

Now seated at breakfast, he shuddered again at the memory of the dream. The strange thing, he now 

pondered in the cold light of morning, was that his colleague, McCarthy, had had the same dream.  

Just a coincidence? 

“Very strange!” O’Carroll muttered into his teacup. “Very strange indeed.” 

“Oh, it was a dog all right!” McCarthy said, his voice became hard and sharp, like frozen ice. “A flesh 

and blood dog...bared fangs...this length!...slobbering at the window.... it was a good job it was closed. 

Most definitely a dog! As Mr. O’Carroll says, that dog was no bloody dream, I can tell you that!” 

Shaking his head in sympathy, Jack Kavanagh decided that it was best to change the subject. 

“Tchh! Tchh! I’m sorry this has caused you both some discomfort. I’ll check out this dog business right 

away. Anyway, ye’re both up and about…and tucking into a good breakfast...that’s the main thing, I 

always say. What’s on the menu for you both today?” 

McCarthy perked up a little at Kavanagh’s enquiry. 

“Well Jack, we have to visit a few historic sites in the area. You know …the usual...ring forts, castles, 

standing stones…that sort of thing. All in a day’s work.” 

“Ah yes, we have a busy day ahead of us, between one thing and another.” O’Carroll seemed eager to 

shake off the gloom he had shared with his assistant and was now willing to join in the conversation. “ 

We have a lot of work on our plate this time of year…and, by the way Jack, we’ll be back here again 

tonight. In fact, we’ll be working in the graveyard down the road there when we get through with our 

other business.” 

“Oh!...and what will you be working at there?” Kavanagh’s voice registered surprise. 

O’Carroll sipped from his teacup, leaned back in his chair and said in a low tone. “Well, I’ll tell you Jack. 

But I’ll ask you not to breathe a word to a soul. The less the locals know of our work...” He gestured 

toward the window. “...the easier our job is all round. We’ve come to remove something from St Ronan’s 

Church that should have been removed years ago.” 

Oh? .... And what’s that?” Kavanagh commenced clearing the breakfast plates from the table. 

“We’ve come for the Sheela. We’re taking the Sheela-na-Gig back to Dublin with us.” 



 

Kavanagh’s smile faded. He slowly repeated what O’Carroll had just said,” You’re ...taking...the Sheela-

na-Gig?...away?...to Dublin?. You’re joking, surely!” 

 He sounded as if he had not heard O’Carroll correctly. 

The stone Sheela-na-Gig carving had looked down from the ivy-covered wall above the main door at the 

south- facing side of the church for as long as the church had stood there; which was over a thousand 

years at least. Nobody alive really knew how ancient the weatherworn effigy was - two thousand years -

perhaps double that age, maybe more. 

The ‘Sheela-na-Gigs’ were known to be of Celtic Pagan origin. They had been adored as ‘Earth Mother’ 

figures - fertility Goddesses in pre and post-Christian Ireland. Similar stone ‘Sheela’s’ - also called 

Eostre, Cybele, Isis, Gaia, Beltis, Kali and Ashteroth  - were formidable, often terrible, Goddesses in 

other ancient cultures. They were to be found in certain parts of England and France and even on ancient 

Hindu temples in India and the middle-east.  

How this particular pagan Goddess (the ancient Cow Goddess known as ‘Boand’) came to sit in her 

hunched position - her genitalia exposed for all to see - over the entrance-door of the now-ruined and 

abandoned Christian Church, was an eternal mystery. 

Many locals believed the carving to be that of an early, nameless Christian martyr. Others believed she 

had the power to make childless women fertile. It was a known fact that barren women would come in the 

dead of night to act out some ancient ritual in front of the grotesque stone effigy; as had countless of 

childless women for at least a thousand years before the coming of Christianity. 

Nobody had dared...or ever would dare… remove the Sheela from Her ivy-adorned throne or tamper with 

her in anyway during her ten century-long, silent vigil. 

 

                                  ................................ 

 

“That's right! The dear old Sheela herself. We’ve come to take the 

dear old lady on a little trip to the big city.” O’Carroll said 

patronizingly, dabbing his napkin about his egg-stained chin. “And 

not before time, I think. Her Ladyship is going to be given a face–lift 

and brush-up and exhibited at the Museum next month. Mind you, in 

my book, it should have been removed from public view long ago! I 

mean to say! …It’s nothing more than pornographic.... a 

pornographic stone carving! There are actually people who believe 

that stuff like this is ...art...high art even!!!” O’Carroll fairly spat out 

his words.  

“But I’ll tell you what it is. It’s a ...a...pagan, devilish 

abomination...that’s what it is. And above the door of a church...a 

CHRISTIAN CHURCH at that! What kind of Christians put it up in 

the first place; explain that…if you can!” 

Kavanagh’s face registered both shock and incredulity. 

“You’re removing the ...the ...Sheela -na-Gig from the church? “He 

interrupted. “But it’s been there for...God knows how long?” 

With eyes ablaze, O’Carroll now warmed fully to his topic. 

“Oh, that’s as may be. But I ask you again, how in God’s name was she tolerated...then or now? As far as 

I’m concerned, it’s a bit like putting a nude Marilyn Monroe...or Sharon Stone...above the door of a 

modern church. It beggars belief so it does! Well, my instructions are clear. I’m to take her from that wall 

and take her to Dublin where she’s be shown to some European and American historians and then 



consigned to the Museum basement to join the rest of her disgusting stone relatives. Humph! If I had my 

way the revolting thing would be smashed to smithereens. In my book, pornography is 

pornography...even if it is several thousand years old. Anyway, Joe and I have to obey Head-office brass. 

They say take it down from the wall and cart it back to Dublin and that’s exactly what we plan to do 

tomorrow.” 

Visible excited by his superior’s impassioned outburst, McCarthy vigorously nodded in agreement and 

added, “And we don’t want any messing.... like that business back in the sixties…when a few local boyos 

removed an old standing stone and kept it hidden rather than see it disappear to some Art Exhibition in 

Dublin.  Do you remember that?…made the papers… and the TV… so it did! So, there you have it Jack. 

Time to wave ‘bye bye’ to your sexy Sheela. Though I doubt if anyone will miss her.... or even care she’s 

gone.” 

“Ok. Joe...cut the comedy.” O’ Carroll rose from the table and moved to the hallway to don a fur-lined 

anorak.  

“We’ve a busy schedule in front of us and it’s going to be a nippy day, I’d say. The evenings are closing 

in too. It’s All Souls Eve tonight, isn't it? We’ll have to make it back to the church down the road by five-

thirty latest, if we’re to get her ladyship from her pedestal before nightfall. We should be done by 

six...six-thirty ...but if we’re not...keep the dinner warm for us Jack. Oh, and by the way, we’ll need 

garage space to store the Sheela ‘till we leave for Dublin in the morning. Ok Joe, lets get moving! See 

you later Jack.” 

The two men, gathering up briefcases and maps, headed for the door; leaving Kavanagh to mull over the 

startling news that the Sheela-na-Gig was to be finally removed from her natural place overlooking the 

bones and stones of Her graveyard Kingdom. She must have witnessed some strange comings and goings 

during her centuries staring down from above the church door. 

This disturbing news of her imminent departure left Kavanagh with an uneasy feeling in the pit of his 

stomach as he went about his morning’s work. 

 

                                     ...................................... 

 

   The late autumn air had hung heavy all day. Gathering clouds to the west and south promised rain, 

which never came. As an early dusk fell, the sky now filled with rooks, crows and sea-birds; wings 

flapping homeward. 

Jack Kavanagh had forgotten about his two guests; until he glanced from the dining-room window and 

saw their Range Rover parked outside the church-graveyard. It was now well past five o'clock and almost 

dark. 

“I see O’Carroll and McCarthy are busy at their work.” He said to himself. He sighed and shook his head. 

He somehow did not feel at ease with what the two men were about to do. The Sheela-na-Gig had not 

been disturbed for centuries and it did not seem to him right or proper that the two men -without any local 

debate or argument - take her down from her resting place and spirit her away to Dublin. He wished they 

had not informed him about their plans. That way, he would not feel this uneasy, nagging feeling deep in 

his gut that he should be doing something, informing somebody.  But they are Civil Servants, he 

reasoned, obeying orders, and their superiors must be correct in their decision to remove the statue. 

Still, he had to admit, the whole affair bothered him greatly. He thought no more of it and joined Brigid to 

help out in the kitchen. 

“Do you know what it is, Jack, you can feel the winter chill already. It’s gotten much colder all of a 

sudden, don’t you think?” Brigid removed a tray of fresh, hot scones from the kitchen range. “ And just 



listen to those crows, will you! I’ve never heard them so disturbed. They're certainly making quite a 

racket. Is something happening out there?” 

Kavanagh, having finished dicing vegetables, moved to the kitchen window and peered into the darkness. 

From nearby, he heard the shrill squawking of crows, rooks and seagulls 

“You’re right...those birds are upset about something. Lets have a look. It’s black as pitch out there.” 

As he squinted through the misted glass, the now-piercing din of shrieking birds filled his ears. The sound 

was followed by another high-pitched sound, this time a blood-curdling scream.   

Kavanagh frantically wiped the mist off the windowpane and pressed his face close to the glass. As he 

peered out into the gloom, yet another terror-laden scream filled the air; this time followed by a howl, 

which chilled him to the marrow. It was a sound that had come from no human throat. 

“ God in heaven! What in God’s name is that?” He turned to his wife who stood - ashen faced - by the 

kitchen table. “Brigid, did you hear that?...or  did I imagine it?” 

“I heard it too, Jack...merciful God! Something has happened.” Brigid paled and clutched at the medallion 

at her throat. “Somebody’s in trouble out there...an accident…a car-crash maybe? It might be a 

neighbor...or Mr. O’Carroll or Mr. McCarthy! Jack, you’ll have to go out there and see what’s wrong!” 

“Your right.... quick! Where’s the torch?  God almighty!  But what in heaven’s name was that sound? It 

sounded as if it came from the churchyard. I’ll get down there and check it out.”  

As Kavanagh hurriedly left the house, he shouted back to Brigid. “ And get ready to call the doctor …or 

an ambulance. We may need them both.” 

 

                          ……………………………….. 

 

         The churchyard laid not five hundred meters from Kavanagh’s house; a distance he covered at top 

speed. As he approached the church iron gate, he swept his torch in a wide arc. Except for the men’s 

unattended Range Rover, the torchlight showed the road ahead to be empty. Panting, he slowed to a walk 

and approached the open churchyard gate. Above him in the skies, the birds had vanished and now the air 

about him was suddenly heavy, leaden and silent. 

“Hello there!...Mr. O’Carroll!... Mr.McCarthy?  Are you there? Is everything all right in there?” 

From within the churchyard walls, a whimpering sound greeted his call. Nervously, Kavanagh moved 

towards the sound; his flashlight seeking the source of the disturbing cries. The probing beam fell on a 

hunched figure huddled by the graveyard wall. 

Kavanagh froze at the sight that assailed his eyes.  

“Mr. McCarthy?...is that you? Are you all right? What in heaven’s name happened here?” Kavanagh 

cautiously approached the hunched figure. As he neared, McCarthy clutched and clawed at the nearby 

wall and retreated further from the light. 

“No!...no!...God save me!...save me! Christ! Don’t let it near me. Oh! Jesus! /...NO! NO!..” A terrified 

McCarthy covered his face with bloodstained hands. 

“Joe! Joe! It’s all right!...take it easy now! ....It’s me...Jack Kavanagh!  God almighty man...you’re 

covered in blood! What in God’s name happened here?” 

Clutching at the clinging ivy on the graveyard wall, Joe McCarthy stared a mad stare in Kavanagh’s 

direction and continued to whimper while attempting to crawl away from the flashlight beam.  

His choked sobs chilled Kavanagh to the bone. 

“Joe! Joe! It’s OK, Joe...steady on, man! Listen to me…you’re safe now. Take it easy! Where’s Mr. 

O’Carroll? ...Where’s Phil? Jesus, Mary and Joseph! What on earth is going on here?” McCarthy’s face 

was transfigured in terror and his eyes spun wildly in his head. 



“No! No! Merciful God! Don't let it get me!...don’t let it get me! I told him...I warned Phil...but he 

wouldn't listen!...oh dear Jesus! Its eyes! Its eyes!...It came from hell itself!… and it’s got Phil!! Save me! 

Sweet Jesus!  Save me!” 

“Oh my God! Where’s O’Carroll?” A cold, new fear now joined panic in Kavanagh’s heaving breast. 

“Mr.O’Carroll! ...Phil!!! ...are you there?…are you OK?…answer me!....are you there?” 

He turned his torch in the direction of the church wall.  

“Christ, I’d better locate O’Carroll. He could be injured.” 

Stumbling over the uneven tufted ground, Kavanagh moved forward   between tipsy gravestones and the 

church wall. 

As he rounded the corner, his torch beam fell on a steel ladder propped up against the south wall. His 

heart pounding a steady tattoo against his ribcage, he gingerly picked his steps between the graves to the 

base of the ladder. 

“Aaaagh!” He jumped at this terrifying sound. This time the scream had escaped from his lips. His eyes 

and torchlight beam settled on the still form of Phil O’Carroll, half-lying, half-seated by the church-door. 

At that moment, the pale moon sneaked out from behind a canopy of cloud to cast a cold dim light on the 

open doorway and the figure slumped beneath it. Kavanagh staggered, then gagged at the sight which his 

eyes now beheld. 

It was O’Carroll all right but his features had completely altered. His staring, sightless eyes bulged - 

locked and frozen as if in the grip of some terrible horror – and his lips were drawn back to reveal a 

frozen, clenched-teeth grimace. Thick, dark life-blood covered his face and his entire front. 

It was obvious that Phil O’Carroll was dead; his neck ripped open as if by some savage animal.  

Kavanagh recoiled from the sight; yet he could not take his eyes from it. Again his heart pounded and 

banged in his chest, but try as he might, he could not move or avert his eyes. 

For what seemed like an eternity, living eyes locked with those of the dead.  

“Owwooo!”  

The sound of an animal howling nearby snapped his mind back to the reality of the moment. In a fresh 

wave of panic, he swept his light left and right of the gloomy church entrance. He brought the beam 

finally to rest on the carved figure of the Sheela-na-Gig above the arched doorway. 

There sat the old Stone Goddess - as she had done for centuries - Keeper of Secrets too terrible to be 

known or uttered - Her misshapen legs apart, her shadowy, timeless face immobile in the pale moonlight.  

Kavanagh gasped as his torchlight settled on her secretive, stone features. For an instant, it seemed as if 

the Sheela’s eyes came alive and blazed with such demonic fury such as he had never encountered before. 

He desperately tried to tear his eyes from her piercing, hypnotic gaze and dropped to his knees and 

crossed himself. Jack Kavanagh’s eyes then beheld a sight that would haunt him for the remainder of his 

days.  

There, dripping from her full, stone lips, was blood - fresh, human blood. 

 

The moon withdrew behind a cloud and somewhere in the darkness, this time, a little further away; a dog 

- though it sounded to Kavanagh like the baying of a She-wolf - howled a single, long, unearthly howl. 

 

PJ Curtis (Copyright 2003) 

 

(Short story from ‘The Music of Ghosts’.) 


