Bunny Dundee
                                                                                             The donkey was mad. We all knew that. You only had to look at the cut of him. He had a lump missing from one of his ears and all his bones were poking through his motley skin. If you wandered too close to him he’d snort and discharge a cloud of malicious vapour. And the dark sinister eyes would challenge you to challenge him.
With his skinny bow legs and volatile temper, he was the stuff of nightmares. Mothers would use the scary stories about him to terrify their children into behaving.
So for years, he was the source of great amusement around the little market town deep in the heart of County Kerry.
It stood to reason, of course, that an animal like that would have an owner who was every bit as odd. And there was no one odder than Bunny Dundee.
Bunny was a Professor of Thermometry. Apparently, the first job they gave him was to study some rocks in the middle of Australia. They didn’t tell him it was the hottest place on God’s earth and he should stay out of the sun in the middle of the day.
Bunny didn’t. The sun boiled his brain. So when he landed back at the family farm near Duagh he was speaking gibberish. And using extremely long and complicated words too.
And he went everywhere in a rush, as if everything in his life had a desperate urgency about it. He wouldn’t even sit still long enough for someone to cut his hair. Now it was almost down to his waist.
They called him Bunny because of his passion for rabbits. He spent most days hunting them. But the sad pile of skins he brought to market made you wonder where he found them. Bunny’s skins looked like they came off rabbits that were very old. Or already dead.
Anyway, every market day Bunny and the lunatic donkey could be seen tearing around the town square scattering the cattle and the sheep and leaping between the trucks and the tractors. And the rabbit skins flapping in the breeze would draw random bursts of laughter from some brave soul. Then the donkey would snort and the lads would run.
The first time I set eyes on Bunny Dundee was during the long lazy summer of ‘62. My Uncle Moss was a harness maker, and I was sitting on the counter of his little shop when Bunny shot in the door in a high state of agitation.
Moss turned around on his stool and looked over the top of his glasses. ‘Well, well, tis Bunny himself. And how’re you this lovely fine day?’
Little beads of sweat glistened on Bunny’s face as he leant his elbow on the counter, took out his pipe and stuck it in his mouth. Then he lit a match and gave a long drag.
‘Well, tis like this,’ he finally said from behind a cloud of smoke. ‘I’m after having a communication this very morning that provoked a level of distress in myself that instilled in me an awareness of ...’
Moss looked sideways at his nephew Mick who was busy stuffing a donkey saddle with lumps of coarse horsehair, and he tried not to smile. ‘Bunny, what does that mean, exactly?’
‘This!’ Bunny pulled a letter from inside his jacket. Moss took it from him and read it himself. That way he saved a lot of time.
And as Moss scanned the official looking piece of paper the only sound you could hear was Bunny sucking on his pipe.
‘Well, how about that?’ Moss gave the letter a little shake in the air as he turned back to Mick. ‘Brendan Galvin is staying in America after all. You know he owns the farm that Bunny rents? Well, he’s offered to sell it to Bunny for a fraction of the going price.’
‘Well, that’s wonderful news,’ Mick answered.
The noise that came from Bunny was more like a sob than a suck. ‘Then tell me this,’ he boomed. ‘Where am I going to get the finances for such an enterprise?’
‘There is that, I suppose,’ Mick conceded and stuck a huge needle into the belly of the saddle and stitched away quietly.
Bunny’s erratic movements stirred up a mild breeze and it fanned the aromatic scent of leather in little waves all around the shop.
‘Anyway,’ Bunny continued. ‘After giving it considerable consideration and a lot of deliberation, the outcome could bode rather unfortunate for a relatively close companion of mine.’
We all turned to look at him. He took a long dramatic drag on the pipe. ‘I’m going to have to sell the auld donkey.’
This time we all looked at each other. ‘What? Sell the auld donkey?’
 ‘I know.’ Bunny waved the pipe like a grieving shepherd would wave his crook. ‘But isn’t the auld donkey the only asset I have to my name? Tis the only way I’ll raise the funds.’
There was no going back now. He’d made his decision. So Bunny tugged importantly on the lapels of his jacket and ground his teeth on the stem of the pipe.
‘Right.’ His chest rose with purpose and smoke belched from the corner of his mouth. ‘I’ll bid you all good day, so.’
With that, he gave a jaunty flick of his flowing locks and tore off to untie the donkey from the No Parking sign out in the street.
Unfortunately, he collided with the Widow Maria and sent her sprawling backwards into the street, scattering her basket of groceries all over the road.
Bunny gave a growl and he and the donkey shot off around the corner leaving the Widow Maria to scramble to her feet all by herself. She staggered in the door of the shop, gasping and wheezing and cursing like an old Royal Navy stoker.
‘Did you see the cut of that big eejit?’ she bellowed at no one in particular. ‘Charging out of here like a lunatic with his hair flying in the air and knocking me clean off my feet into the gutter and not a notion of an apology out of him. What’s the likes of him doing walking the streets anyway frightening decent people like me and causing chaos wherever he goes? And you’re encouraging him by letting him come in here talking the rubbish and drinking the tea and not a care in the world while the likes of me are mortally afraid in case he bowels us over. You shouldn’t be encouraging him, you know. You should be sending him away home for himself and give the likes of us some peace at our age for the love of God ‘cos we’re not getting any younger, any of us.’
When she stopped for breath Moss gave her a sympathetic smile. She pulled a face, spun around and she waddled off up the town.
‘Frustrated,’ Moss nodded to himself.
‘Oh?’
‘Well,’ he continued for my benefit. ‘That woman used to be one of the greatest ballroom dancers of her time, so she was. She won medals all over the world. Even in America, she was that good. She and her husband were the World Champion Ballroom dancers for years and years. No one could touch them.’
He waited for a reaction. We nodded.
‘Then one day the husband goes and dies on her. No warning or nothing. So from then on, she’s been a bit peculiar. You know? Frustrated for the want of a good dancing partner. The trouble is there’s no one around these parts that’s good enough to take her on.’
Anyway, word spread about Bunny Dundee’s famous donkey. Now it wasn’t just the skins on the donkey that was for sale - it was the donkey himself. Bunny put a For Sale sigh on a piece of string around the donkey’s neck and all day long they were either ignored or avoided. 
And that’s how it was for the next few months.
Gradually Bunny got more and more despondent until, in the end, it wore him down. In a fit of hopelessness, he tied the donkey to the Church gate and went in to have a word with The Almighty.
The sight of Bunny crumpled on the back seat of the Church touched the heart of Father O’Dee. He rushed over to give him comfort, expecting maybe to hear a confession as well. What he didn’t expect was the life story of a donkey.
Now Father O’Dee was a kindly man blessed with a wonderful gift of patience. But after half an hour of listening to the ramblings of Bunny Dundee, a wicked thirst came upon him. So they retired to his office - the lounge bar of the town hotel.
And after a few small whiskeys, the Divine inspiration came upon Father O’Dee.
‘A dance.’ He gave his thigh a resounding slap. ‘Shur that’s it! We’ll have a dance - one shilling a ticket.’
‘What?’ Bunny’s pipe was in mid-air, halfway to his mouth. ‘Have a dance for an auld donkey? Are you after losing your marbles?’
He suddenly realised who he was talking to. ‘Sorry, Father.’ He crossed himself and scattered ash down the front of his shirt.
‘Ah sure, tis a grand idea.’ Father O’Dee was rubbing his hands in excitement. ‘And I know the very band that’ll play for us, too. They’re marvellous with the music and the jigging and the hopping. They’ll set the town on fire, so they will. We could even have a competition. Cash prizes and all that. It’ll be grand altogether. I’ll see to it immediately.’
And off he shot, leaving Bunny flicking bits of hot ash from his lap.
Father O’Dee decided to schedule the dance for the end of the month. This was to give him enough time to prepare. It would also coincide with The Races, which was the busiest week of the year.
Thousands of people were expected to converge on the town so he very cleverly mentioned the dance - and the competition - in his Sunday sermon and again on the late Mass on Tuesday.
Posters were drawn up and stuck all over town, in shop windows, on every blank wall, even on the electricity poles that stretched for miles along the straight road to Ballybunion. One even appeared on the dustbin outside the Protestant Church in the middle of the Square.
Race Week brought the Carnival and it filled the town with colour and noise. Piped bands marched around the streets and the porter flowed freely. Music poured out of every pub all day long and late into the night. And every conversation turned to the dance in aid of a lunatic with a donkey that was organised by a priest. The tickets were bought more as a dare than anything else.
And, surprisingly, it was a huge success.
The big night came and so did the crowds. And as the spotlights flooded the stage Father O’Dee, with all the pomp and ceremony he could muster, rose himself up to his full five feet in height. And with his little round face a picture of pious dignity he announced the mysterious band.
The Lower Rock Street Quartet! Only there was eight of them on account of they needed someone to play the drums as well. And an accordion because what good was an Irish band without an accordion? And a flute. And a tin whistle.
They started the evening by asking for requests. And the dancing was wild and furious. The noise was deafening and it went on into the early hours of the morning.
It was the talk of the town for weeks afterwards. But, strange as it may seem, no one noticed that Bunny Dundee and his donkey had disappeared. No one had clapped eyes on them since before the dance.
Then a few months later a tall smartly dressed man appeared in the doorway of Moss Scanlon’s Harnessmaker’s shop. His face had a wonderful glow about it as he spread his elbows all over the counter. Moss took a slurp from his mug of tea and manoeuvred himself around on his stool.
‘How can I help you?’ he beamed at the man.
The man produced a pipe and made a great show of lighting it. When he was satisfied with himself he waved the pipe in the air.
Moss looked at the man’s neatly trimmed beard and tidy haircut and his eyes lit up. 
‘Well, my good God,’ he gasped. ‘Bunny Dundee! And where have you been, stranger?’
Bunny chuckled. ‘How’re you, Moss?’
‘I’m fine. But what about you?’ Moss looked him up and down again. ‘By the looks of you, the dance worked out all right.’
‘It did indeed.’
‘Well, you certainly look good.’ Mick glanced up then carried on stitching a greyhound muzzle. ‘Does this mean you’ve bought the farm?’
‘Well, not exactly.’ Bunny stabbed the air with the pipe again. ‘I mean, Father O’Dee is a real saint and all that, so he is - God bless the man. D’you know, after he extracted his expenses - and a little bit for the collection plate, of course - he gave me enough money to purchase not only my own humble abode but also a big lump of land as well? And there was even a bit left over for a drop of the hard stuff. By way of celebration, you understand. Now, isn’t that phenomenal?’
‘Well, that is great,’ Moss agreed. ‘But tell me this, why haven’t you bought the farm?’
Bunny took a long drag on the pipe. ‘Well now, that’s a very delicate situation. Cos there’s good news, and there’s not so good news.’
Moss gave the top of his shiny head a rub with the edge of a ruler. ‘What’s the bad news first?’
‘Well, to tell you the truth, it was the day Father O’Dee had the notion about the dance.’ Bunny shook his head sadly. ‘I was so excited didn’t I tear all the way home at the gallop? It was only when I got to my own front gate that I realised the poor auld donkey wasn’t capable of such exertion anymore. Anyway, I think I was getting a bit too heavy for him as well, the poor auld thing.’
Moss blinked a few times and pushed his glasses back on his nose so he could see the situation more clearly.
‘You’re not telling us the donkey is ...?’
‘Ah, sure he is, the poor auld thing. Stiff as a board he was the next morning. And after all the years I spent looking after him, too. T’was very sad. Very sad indeed.’
‘What’s the good news?’
‘Well, I was so upset about the auld donkey I wasn’t sure if I should attend the famous dance or not. But I was in desperate need of a bit of company so I decide to take the chance, as long as I avoided all mention of the poor donkey. Anyway, I met Hetty Hurley there and I was having a great time dancing and jigging with her when I gets a tap on the shoulder. And there’s the Widow Maria.
How can it be that you can dance like that? she bellows in my ear. You can’t even walk down the street in a straight line without knocking decent people into the gutter with your two left feet?
I’ve been a dancer all my life, I tell her. All Ireland Champion four times, and Munster Champion for seven years running. And I have the medals to prove it, if you would care to look.
I don’t believe you, she says, grabbing me by the shirt and dragging me onto the dance floor. Show me what you’re made of, so!’
‘Oh!’ was all Moss could say as we gawped at Bunny and waited for more.
‘Anyway.’ Bunny took another drag on the pipe. ‘The fact is, I don’t want to spend the money just yet because of the way things are developing between myself and the Widow Maria. Just in case I have to give it back to Father O’Dee, you know?’
‘Oh!’ Moss said again.
Just then a shadow loomed in the doorway.
‘Bunny,’ the Widow Maria purred. ‘I thought I’d find you in here with all your friends. Hello boys.’
‘Hello, Maria.’
‘Sorry we have to rush off like this.’ She continued to purr as she slipped her arm into Bunny’s. ‘But we’re off to Limerick for the finals of the Munster Ballroom Dancing event. We’re the favourites, don’t you know?’
Moss blinked a few times behind his glasses. ‘Things are looking good all around, then.’ He winked at Bunny.
‘Well, tis early days yet.’ Bunny’s eyes had a wicked sparkle in them. ‘Early days. But, yes, they certainly are looking good.’



