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      The critics on Michael Collins

      
      ‘Michael Collins is undoubtedly an exciting talent, capable of writing razor-sharp prose and he has produced a gripping, stylish
         novel that deserves to be read’ Times Literary Supplement

      
      ‘Reading Collins … is like being mugged in a savage land’

      
      The Times

      
      ‘Colourful, surreal and vividly characterised … already prompting comparisons to Joyce and Beckett’ The List

      
      ‘Michael Collins is a considerable stylist … his prose has a thoughtful, sinewy quality, a kind of subliminal toughness of
         mind’ Weekend Telegraph

      
      ‘[Collins] makes apparently simple materials work powerfully … his aim is exact and his effect eerie’ Observer

      
      ‘Collins is operating at a level that’s beyond the reach of most of his practising colleagues’ Toronto Globe & Mail

      
      ‘Energetically brilliant’ Michele Roberts

      
      ‘Michael Collins’s vision is breathtakingly black and his writing so sharp you could cut yourself on it’ Irish Times

      
      ‘A style so arrestingly visual it hijacks the reader’s concentration; dazzling with the energy and originality of the language’

      
      Independent

      
      ‘Readers should be grateful to Collins. He is a stylist, blessed with the gift of having something worth saying well’ The Scotsman

      
      ‘Collins writes with a kind of furious zest: a passionate colloquial patter half-Irish, half-American … The writing hums with
         its own electricity’ Glasgow Herald

      
      ‘One of the most exciting talents to have emerged not only in Ireland but anywhere in recent decades’ Susan Hill, The Times
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      THE BIRTH

      
      Christmas didn’t just come; it had to be planned or it would be a disaster. Feeney knew all about preparation. His mind was
         always on the future. He had a saying, Today is the future. In February he purchased a cow which he had mated immediately
         so that she could give birth before Christmas. He planned to sell the calf in advance of leaving its mother’s udder, delivering
         it to its new owners in the New Year. The sale of the calf would pay for Christmas. It was a simple plan that he had learned
         from his people down through the years. They had been farmers, living on the bartered flesh and produce of animals. Now there
         were only two weeks to Christmas.
      

      
      The sound of the factory horn competed with the church bells. Feeney waited for his daughter at the end of the long drive,
         leaning against his bicycle, dressed in a soiled long black coat. He had his right trouser leg tucked into his sock to keep
         it from getting tangled in the chain. Entrenched in the past, Feeney would never take to cars. The bicycle accompanied him
         everywhere. Even when he walked without it, he had his right hand out, perceptibly pushing the phantom. Few people had cars
         yet, but everyone knew Feeney would never be a man to take to them. He was one of the last of a breed of bicycling men.
      

      
      His daughter came down the long school drive with her friends. The bicycle wheeled out in front of the gate, Feeney by its
         side. ‘Maria,’ Feeney said, nodding his head. The front wheel moved slightly, allied with Feeney.
      

      
      The girls crowded around her, wide-eyed, staring at Feeney.

      
      Feeney stood at the gate, the bicycle poised, the eye of the lamp staring at them.

      
      ‘Maria?’ Feeney said again.

      
      Maria moved from the cluster of girls and went over to him, her face flushed with embarrassment.

      
      ‘It’s the cow,’ Feeney said, dipping his head. ‘I need a hand with her.’

      
      Maria curled her black hair behind her ear nervously. ‘I’ve got to go back for a maths exam this afternoon.’

      
      Feeney ran his tongue over his teeth. He had strong blue eyes. ‘I’ll take care of that.’

      
      The girls stood about in their disquieting pubescence, with blotched faces, big feet and hands, the secret biology of their
         lives concealed beneath convent blue uniforms. ‘Can you believe it?’ they whispered, ashamed for her.
      

      
      Feeney ignored their stares, but he heard the giggles and whispers.

      
      Maria got up on the crossbar. Feeney took a running start for effect, swinging his right leg over the seat, mounted the bicycle,
         and headed down toward the town, all in one glorious piece of choreography, like in the cowboy films. The girls stood by and
         turned their heads, mortified at a fourteen-year-old on a crossbar.
      

      
      The midday sun hung weak in a sky that threatened rain. A strong wind carried the churning clouds low over the ground as he
         raced against the first showers, the wings of his coat flapping. The handlebars turned onto the main street, the balanced weight of his daughter accounted for in the unconscious
         flex of his buttocks, the back wheel licking up a trail of dirt onto his back, the ingrained stigma of all bicycling men.
      

      
      In the town the sun barely peeked over the narrow streets, cordoned off by black roofs and solid brick. The bicycle glided
         through the premature coldness, a mechanical shadow, sucked into cracks and then re-emerging on the walls.
      

      
      A melancholy smell of lard and cabbage water hung in the air. Everything was falling apart, but it maintained a Protestant
         severity, the shopkeepers clinging to the incorruptible pride of being associated with the British Empire. Feeney participated
         in the intangibles of the place, its history and its Orangemen, getting money from the work he had done out in the fields,
         work these people had no interest in, or cared for. He took nothing as insult, nor did he feel inferior, only different. It
         was part of life in a border town.
      

      
      Feeney’s shadow stopped. He dismounted. ‘Right then.’ He brushed his coat, shuffling his shoulders. ‘I’ll have to get some
         stuff around the place. Go across to Leahy and see if he has time to stop down in a while. I’ll be waiting for you over at
         Mrs Sweeney’s. Right?’
      

      
      Maria left. Feeney watched after her, seeing the red mark from the crossbar on her legs. He puffed up his cheeks. The money
         would be there when the cow dropped the calf. Grim satisfaction cracked his face. He’d get her a bicycle of her own for Christmas.
         Setting his own against the wall of a shop, he stepped down a polished step. A bell jingled on coiled wire. A purring ginger
         cat unwrapped itself and moved off the counter. ‘Hello,’ Feeney said tentatively, knocking on the glass inset in a door that
         led to the domestic quarters. There was no sound. Feeney clicked his fingers impatiently but was glad of the wait. The dimness shrouded him. Things would be wild enough soon
         with the birth. He went over a list of things he would buy with the money.
      

      
      The shop was run by a wizened old widow, as were most of the small shops, spinster sisters or doll-faced little men waiting
         to rise and serve, to pencil accounts into tattered notebooks. Feeney waited. It was all part of a disjunctive commercial
         proposition. What could he say, not that commerce wasn’t all based on faith in the long run. Somehow nothing was stolen. The
         shivering bell called nobody. The burden of existence rested on those without. Feeney waited dutifully, the honest Catholic
         that he was.
      

      
      Behind the counter, an army of empty milk bottles huddled in the darkness. Things were set in jars or tin containers, tea,
         sugar, flour, sweets, blocks of butter, wooden boxes of honey combs, a teetering poverty pivoting soundlessly on oiled springs,
         weighed to the ounce, two ounces of tea, an egg and a rasher for one solitary meal.
      

      
      A diminutive old woman emerged from a doorway that led down to a fireplace. The cat brushed her legs and disappeared. She
         held a cardigan around her shoulders, smelling of sleep. ‘What can I get you, Feeney?’
      

      
      Feeney bought a loaf of bread and two bottles of milk in the shop. Maria came across the road. ‘She was asleep again,’ he
         said to Maria. He stuck the bottles into his front pocket, took the handlebars and headed down the street. ‘Any word from
         Leahy?’
      

      
      Maria shook her head.

      
      ‘He’s not in, or he won’t come?’ Feeney asked, although he knew the answer. He did not look at her face.

      
      ‘His wife says he got nothing for the last time he helped you.’
      

      
      Feeney was furious. He wanted someone to share in his triumph. ‘We’ll do without him.’

      
      ‘Are you going to sell the cow soon?’ Maria said as they walked along.

      
      ‘I’m going to pack the whole lot of them in, the shagging mother and calf,’ Feeney nodded, his fingers spread out like a starfish
         on the black bicycle seat. He turned, agitated, silently enumerating the grievances he had against the town. If he stayed
         long enough, its awful, trenchant fatalism would force him to acknowledge that he was born an outsider, that the world of
         money was beyond him. He felt at home on small plots of land. He lived amongst animals. Usually, when he got like this he
         carried bags of hay from one end of the town to the other, or rode his bicycle hard on the roads. Animal exertion was a form
         of therapy.
      

      
      A strip of light cut his face. He looked up and shook himself. ‘What was I saying?’

      
      Maria looked at him.

      
      They walked briskly. The cow wasn’t well. All Feeney needed was a complication and he could lose everything. The noon meal
         simmered in the backs of shops, mingling with the cold. His stomach turned over toast and an egg from the early morning breakfast.
      

      
      ‘Can we eat first?’ Maria lingered outside a doorway. A family ate at a table.

      
      ‘Whist a bit.’ Feeney breathed hard. His lungs ached from the long days. He was realistic to the point of pessimism. If he
         was lucky and took some pigs to market along with the calf and mother, he could afford the bicycle and have enough left for
         a new litter of pigs. He calculated figures in his head, carrying out his addition and subtraction, losing numbers, beginning again and again. Surely, the dealers wouldn’t be that hard on
         him, give him a few extra pounds for the sake of Christmas. He’d have more animals in due time, but all pigs from here on
         out. His lips moved as he went on. He wanted to get back to the old routine, to the things he knew about.
      

      
      Throughout the years he bought all sorts of animals, pigs, hens, turkeys, preparing them for slaughter. There were some farmers
         who preferred not to kill their own livestock. Feeney obliged. He was good at these things. Everyone knew that Feeney had
         a way with animals. People were somewhat wary of a dispossessed man who took to slaughter so easily. Yet, Feeney had a fixity
         of expression, an earnest face propped up by a family. Everything about him said, ‘Whatever I have done in my past, I will
         do you no harm. Trust me with your slaughter.’
      

      
      For all his intimacy with animals, Feeney resolved that his children would never follow in his footsteps. He never usually
         let the children near the animals. He kept to himself, an ambivalence which he did not understand, but felt. For whatever
         the reason, God had set him among animals, and he took his lot with solemn accord. He knew about heredity from breeding animals,
         the crude eugenics of dog handlers playing God. In his younger years he had fought the filth and degradation of a farm life,
         the constant attention to animal needs, the six in the morning milking, the turning of the hay, the convolution of birthing
         and slaughtering. The lure of the city, the careless escape, led him through Dublin and over to Liverpool. But the money soon
         ran out. War loomed. It was only after marriage, that milestone of realism, that he came back to the land and his animals.
         The return changed him. His youth soured into a conscious asceticism. He indulged in neither drink nor smoke. Sex was an obligatory procreation, a purge
         of frustration. He wasn’t beyond a good laugh, but marriage and children threw him into a slavish need to provide. The memory
         of his people sitting in their own houses, on their own land, with their own animals lurked behind his every thought. He had
         not only disinherited himself. He had destined his children to be landless people.
      

      
      Feeney took a sidelong glance at his daughter. It was better to have her down here than his sons. They were to be city men.
         She could keep secrets to herself. Boys were blabberers, and God knows, if any of them fainted at the sight of a cow giving
         birth, what would they think of themselves? He nodded to himself, yes, she was at that age where she understood about things.
         Feeney had a secret awe for women.
      

      
      Feeney knew he was in a bad way now. His head was at him. He turned the key in a heavy padlock and pulled back the gate. He
         kept the stock in a rented bit of land out the back of an old widow’s place off the main street. The big yard had stabled
         horses and coaches before the time of trains and motor cars.
      

      
      Maria moved slowly behind him, exploring the walled enclosure of beasts. She had never been in there before. The animals knew
         Feeney’s smell and nosed around their pens, the pigs butting the wooden boards. ‘Go easy, boys.’ He let them sniff his hot
         hand. From the previous night’s rounds of the hotels and guest houses, he had some potato peels and carrot scrapings left.
         ‘Come over here, Maria. You’re not scared?’ Feeney manoeuvred a small pig over to Maria. ‘There now, let him sniff you.’ The
         wet snout sniffed her pale hand. Feeney kept pressure on her arm, holding it steady. ‘Dad.’
      

      
      ‘Take it easy.’ Feeney got a good laugh out of her, the sly coercion that could be applied to women, the steady pressure of a hand holding with sustained power, not overtly harsh, masculine.
         He thought back to the girls at the school. He took a bucket of peels and emptied it into the pen. ‘There you are.’ The pigs
         went frantic, burying their noses in the ground. Feeney grinned. He liked pigs best of all. His mood brightened. He revelled
         in the unabashed animal humour, the tight coiled tail. Seeding the ground, he made a clucking sound with his tongue, calling
         the chickens. His animals were quiet beasts who demanded nothing but food and shelter and a hand to sniff. The enclosed space
         did not distress them. It made them more at ease. When he was young, his people used to let the pigs into the kitchen near
         the fire at night. Pig was one of the first words he had learned as a child. In later life, when he came to know more words,
         he looked back on the simplicity of those domestic animal names, three letter words, dog, pig, cow, hen, cat, as though they
         had been named before other things had names.
      

      
      ‘Don’t be scared of them,’ Feeney laughed, sensing his daughter’s apprehension. ‘All they are is hungry.’

      
      Maria sat still, watching her father move among his animals. The place seemed like some wayward ark.

      
      A big stone wall with tufts of grass growing between the cracks surrounded the yard. It harboured darkness, concealing solitude.
         A caved-in roof aimed splintered beams at the sky. The yard walls protected the animals from the whipping winds. Feeney went
         to great pains to keep the animals content and healthy. He didn’t want a scene or to have to forfeit the yard. The pigs had
         sonorous snorts that could only be heard if one stood outside the gate and listened, and the chuck of the chickens bothered
         nobody. He was fine in that regard. As long as he cleaned up the manure and washed down the place with a hose, the smell was tolerable, and nobody complained. Every morning
         before work, he got up at six o’clock, swept the yard of its muck and waste, sprinkling sawdust in the pens.
      

      
      With the pigs fed, Feeney went over to Maria. He put the bottles of milk down on the ground and took out the wrapped bread.
         ‘You’d better eat something. We’ll have a long enough time here.’ He felt her hands. ‘You’re freezing. Do you want to go up
         home and get a jumper?’
      

      
      Maria shook her head.

      
      Feeney blew into his hands. ‘So now you see everything. Is this the way you thought it would be?’

      
      Maria shrugged her shoulders.

      
      ‘This is what has kept us for the last few years.’

      
      ‘I’m cold,’ Maria whispered.

      
      Feeney pointed around the yard. ‘You see how hard it is. I brought you down here to see this so you can remember what I did
         for you when the time comes.’
      

      
      Maria smiled obliquely.

      
      ‘All right, I’ll say no more.’ Feeney rose. ‘Listen, stay put awhile until I see that everything is all right.’ He walked
         to the back of the yard to a shed.
      

      
      The cow remained unseen. Feeney stuck his head into the hemisphere of blackness. The cow moved silently. He stepped over the
         runny manure, reaching with his hand to stroke the long bovine head. The huge eyes glistened, the head turned. The cold nose
         bristled against his hand, a line of mucus frothing when it breathed. Feeney led the cow up toward the light. He wiped its
         mouth with the sleeve of his coat. ‘There now.’ The cow’s eyes roamed in its head, the skin damp and hot. Feeney trembled.
         The cow looked bad by his estimation. Jesus, what would he do if it died on him? The cow was too big to slaughter all by himself in the yard. It would have to leave
         the yard alive. He wondered if he should take it up to the fields for the birth. If the cow dropped dead in the yard, he had
         no access to a cart to bring it out. He’d even be done out of selling the meat.
      

      
      The cow seemed to sense Feeney’s mood.

      
      ‘Come on, you whore,’ Feeney said, pulling the cow forward.

      
      The cow resisted and almost fell over. Feeney had tied a rope between the forefoot and back foot like the knackers did to
         keep their horses from straying. The cow limped everywhere. Feeney finally set it in the open yard. Its monstrous form, encumbered
         by the smallness of the place, shifted nervously. The pigs eyed it and snorted belligerently.
      

      
      Maria swallowed and pointed at the cow’s leg. Feeney hunched over. The shin above the hoof of the fore leg was shaved in a
         deep wound. He pressed the leg gently, fingering his way up to the breast, feeling if the infection had spread. The cow pulled
         away from him nervously. ‘Christ.’ The wound glistened, pink and tender. Pus oozed out when he applied pressure around the
         edges of the wound. The cow lowed.
      

      
      Maria flinched. ‘Dad!’ she shrieked, curling away.

      
      Feeney untied the frayed rope. He felt his daughter’s horror. He stood up and slapped the cow’s nose. His daughter was lost
         to him. She saw him as cruel. What the hell could he do? The cow had gone mad a few months ago and nearly destroyed the yard.
         He had had to tie the legs to keep the cow from kicking out at the shed door. Feeney wanted to say this to his daughter, but
         all he said was, ‘You go over to Leahy and get him, do you hear me?’ Feeney glared at the cow.
      

      
      ‘But he said … ‘ Maria pressed herself against the wall.
      

      
      Feeney grabbed her by the arm and took her to the gate. Tell him the cow is sick. Go on, tell him.’ Feeney went out the gate
         and over to a chemist’s shop. He came back with antiseptic cream and dabbed the wound. ‘There, you see, you’ve cost me another
         two bob.’ His rough fingers worked the wound. ‘You did this yourself, didn’t you?’
      

      
      Feeney stood up and wiped his face and then mixed a bag of animal grain in a bucket, adding water with the hose, stirring
         the mixture. His body sweat under the black coat as he worked away. He poured the contents into a long shallow trough. The
         cow lapped up the mixture, impervious to Feeney’s mood. It had its hostage. The food was set before it.
      

      
      At least it was eating. Feeney breathed easy. He checked the barrel side of the cow, feeling the pregnancy inside, putting
         his chiselled face against the warm hide. It was over-pregnant by his estimation. Christ, after all this time, he soon would
         be rid of the beast. He resisted the urge to hurt it. He’d never experienced such disaffection with an animal before, but
         cows were not like pigs. They had an almost luxurious swagger to them, and long feminine lashes, eyes that regarded him with
         suspicion. Except for their milk, Feeney would have no part of them. The redness of their meat indicted, red and runny, cooked
         so many ways, unlike the placating white of pork, served one way. After a Sunday dinner of steaming cow organs, families had
         to walk off the bloated decadence of hard-to-digest meat. Feeney took no part in it. He had his pigs served hard and overcooked,
         ungarnished, the bristle of hair singed, the rubbery fat, call it cannibalism for all it was worth, he had spoken to and loved
         this meat. It had eaten from his hands, now he ate it with his hands. Yes, slaughter was a necessity, eating was a necessity. He left it at that, if not revelling in its baseness, then at least acknowledging the crudeness.
      

      
      When Feeney finished feeding the cow, he sat down on a smoothed stone. He looked wearily at his animals. The yard, another
         dimension beyond the dim street, cobbled stone out of the eighteen hundreds, the loose mortar and the big stones cut awkwardly.
         He imagined hot horses rubbed down for the night, the warmth of their breath and flesh mixing with heat from the blacksmith’s
         fire. Everything lay in ruins now. The widow who owned the property had migrated to an upper floor of the old house, confined
         to a bed set near a window to let whatever light there was fall on her wasting body. The town lived on the ghostly memory
         of old money, the military pensions of deceased Protestants who left all to their brittle-boned brides. Feeney had heard that
         one widow was leaving five thousand pounds to a cat’s home.
      

      
      The pigs snorted and clamoured against the pens to get Feeney’s attention. The smell of the antiseptic cream made them uneasy.
         ‘Easy boys.’ Christ, he knew he shouldn’t have bought the cow. It wasn’t a time to gamble.
      

      
      For all his association with animals and slaughter, Feeney had reserved a regard for them. A crescent scar on his brow marked
         him for slaughter himself. He stared at the pigs finishing the scraps. He would never openly admit it, but part of his nerves
         was guilt at having to do the inevitable, coming down on a Friday evening when the town was at its wildest and opening a pig’s
         throat into a bucket, holding the shaking body. He did it sober, because he did not want to cut himself and mess up the whole
         thing, but the real reason lay somewhere beyond practicality. When he slaughtered, it was always a wholesale slaughter, no
         survivors, each one led away by the scent of his hand to the dark corner of the shed, his thick thumb making the sign of the cross on the flat forehead. He didn’t
         want any of them to live on in fear or remembrance of what had happened to the others. Animals have memories. With the money
         he made from slaughter, he bought a new stock, innocent of murder, just greedy to sniff his hand and eat his scraps. That
         was how he was able to keep the pigs so quiet, giving them a false sense of security, treating them more like pets than livestock.
         Feeney was good at deceiving animals.
      

      
      The cow was the problem, witness to his massacres, to the flow of animal blood, speaking in a language of smell to the frightened
         pigs huddled in the pen.
      

      
      Feeney ate slowly, turning the food over with his tongue. The sun dissolved on the horizon. He put the milk to his lips and
         drank. His kidneys were at him. He got up and urinated against the wall. The light traced its own shadow of piss.
      

      
      Feeney sat down again. His scrotum turned in on itself with the cold, migrating up into his body. The cow mooed. Feeney got
         up and led it into the stable again.
      

      
      Where the hell was Maria? Feeney walked back and forth in the yard. Feeney expected the cow to start dropping the calf right
         there. He’d come so far for this. It was greed and stubborn pride that had put him up to it. If he’d left well enough alone,
         everything would have continued as it was. He knew from the start that cows were temperamental beasts. They needed an amount
         of grass and hay which was difficult to manage by bicycle. It had been a long year. He felt the ebb of sleep, the drifting
         in and out of consciousness that had become so much of a habit over the last year. He had worn himself out in the first weeks,
         trying to buy feed for the cow. But nothing would sustain its appetite. He finally set on taking it out after dark, up to the hill, and letting it eat on the green out back of the Gaelic pitches where the knackers’ work horses grazed.
         The only problem was that he had to stay with the animal. He couldn’t trust the knackers. On clear or rainy nights, he would
         lead the cow off, and find himself a tree stump. The cow didn’t react well to the night feeding. Its nature tended toward
         day feeding and a long night ruminating. It took Feeney all his time to break the instinct in the animal. He stopped short
         of getting down on his hands and knees and eating with the cow under the moonlight. He was well capable of that kind of earnest
         lunacy. He had a family to feed and another child on the way.
      

      
      Maria came into the yard. The lights in the houses were on already. ‘Don’t let the pigs out,’ Feeney shouted. Two pigs nudged
         Maria, trying to push through the gate. Feeney got up and slapped the pink skin, making the pigs squeal and trot back to their
         pens. ‘Well?’ Feeney said.
      

      
      Maria looked at the ground.

      
      ‘I’ll remember him. Well, you’ll have to hold the light for me then. It’s over there. Get it.’

      
      Feeney went to the cow again. Maria followed him. He felt the fat stomach, letting his fingers work around the hind, lifting
         up the tail, feeling for the first signs of water. The cow pulled away and lumbered to the security of its dark quarters.
         Its back legs were already parted. Feeney grinned, feeling the reproach. She couldn’t prevent nature from taking its course.
         He’d have the calf from her. He rubbed the silky mucus thread on his coat.
      

      
      Feeney filled a bucket of water. ‘She’s nearly there.’ He went out and secured the pigs, talking to them.

      
      Maria peered at him through the slashes in the shed door. He was laughing and rubbing them. He came back and sat down in silence.
      

      
      The evening died into a blustery night. Sound drifted into the yard, plates being scraped in the backyard. Tea time was over.
         The cow moved anxiously, lowing, coming forward in the stable, nudging Feeney. He stared at it.
      

      
      ‘Maybe she’s ready now,’ Maria whispered.

      
      Feeney put a finger to his lips. ‘Shoo. Let her get comfortable first. They have their own way of preparing.’ Feeney’s forehead
         wrinkled. ‘Have the light ready.’
      

      
      Maria had her hands around her shoulders.

      
      The cow bellowed plaintively. Feeney rose. ‘That’s it, you whore.’ He took the cold bucket of water. The cow faced the wall,
         its hind legs far apart, like a big woman in high heels, the hooves scraping the concrete floor, trying to keep balance. The
         tail hung to the side of its rump. The margin of wetness spread down to the thighs. Feeney put his hands under his hot armpits
         to warm them before touching the cow. It mooed softly in resignation, the tremor of its legs holding it up above the damp
         hay. Feeney stared with the sobriety of a vet. He had done this sort of thing before. The shed filled up with hot animal breath.
      

      
      ‘You stand over there,’ Feeney whispered. ‘Light the lamp.’ He took his coat off and rolled up his sleeves. He blew on his
         hands once more to make sure they were warm.
      

      
      Maria shivered in the corner. She lit the lamp and put it on the ground. She looked at the dark figure of her father leaning
         into the hind of the cow as though he were trying to climb into it. She closed her eyes.
      

      
      Feeney eased his hand into the soft suctioning warmth of the passage. The cow’s legs nearly buckled. He supported them with
         his shoulder, his face inches from the dark folds of flesh. ‘That’s it.’ His wrist pivoted, his fingers crawling along the creature’s inside. He felt the slime of the sack. He drew his
         hand out into the coldness, hot and glazed, dipping it into the bucket of water. The cold shocked him. A dribble of urine
         ran down his leg. ‘Get more water,’ he whispered to Maria.
      

      
      Maria had her hands to her face. Feeney could barely make her out. ‘Get me more water,’ he shouted. ‘Come on.’ She was sobbing.
         She went out and came back with more water.
      

      
      The cow was almost squatting, the contraction of the tunnel pushing the calf along. ‘Leave it there,’ Feeney said, putting
         out his hand to Maria. She jumped back in terror.
      

      
      ‘Jasus,’ Feeney muttered. He went around to the head, letting the cow touch his hand, the tongue instinctively licking the
         scent of her own insides. She shifted forward and moaned. Feeney stroked the stomach, appeased at last. The cow settled for
         a few long minutes, breathing hard, her hind opening slowly. A terrible smell filled the shed.
      

      
      The calf dropped into a bed of straw, a sack of mucus. Feeney spooled the dark entrails. The cow turned and pushed him with
         its head. The calf lay inert, like a small child curled up. Feeney panicked and pushed the cow’s head away. It began to moo,
         butting Feeney. He fell to the side, scrambling on his knees to the calf. The limbs were stiff. ‘Jasus, no!’ He moved away
         to the corner, his hand to his mouth, his tongue hanging out of his head. The cow leaned over the calf, nudging it, trying
         to bring it to its feet. He stared at the pit of cow’s hole, then turned off the lamp.
      

      
      A few minutes passed. His teeth chattered. The cow stood motionless over the dead calf, invisible. Feeney lit the lamp again.
         The cow’s face was smeared with blood. ‘Go home,’ Feeney said.
      

      
      ‘Will it be all right?’
      

      
      Feeney pushed her gently. ‘Go on.’ Maria stood up and looked at the dead calf and then at the cow and back to her father.
         She stopped herself from crying.
      

      
      Feeney took the bucket of water and washed the cow’s face. It gave itself up, dazed and exhausted. He cleaned off the hind
         legs. ‘Go on now, you see she’s fine.’
      

      
      Maria waited in the yard amongst the pigs.

      
      Feeney lifted the calf into his arms and took it out into the yard. The cow followed him. He had to stop and push the massive
         head back into the darkness. In the yard, the pigs were sleeping, the chickens with their heads tucked into their breasts.
         The sky overhead was black with clouds. He was glad. This was his secret.
      

      
      Maria walked behind her father. ‘You’re not angry with the cow, Dad, are you?’

      
      Feeney put the calf absurdly over the crossbar, its torso in the middle with the legs hanging either side. He extended the
         forefeet onto the handlebars so the legs wouldn’t get caught in the spokes. It looked like the calf was steering. Feeney turned
         up towards the Gaelic pitches. Maria followed behind him. He stopped. ‘You go home now, love.’
      

      
      ‘Dad.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      She turned toward home. ‘Don’t hurt the cow.’

      
      Feeney swallowed and said nothing.

      
      When Feeney finished disposing of the calf, he came back down to the yard. He locked the padlock again. His shirt was soaked
         with blood. His body trembled, blue with cold. The cow stood in the shed, waiting. In the yard, Feeney slapped the pigs and woke them. He threw stones to disturb the chickens. They flew around and then landed again. ‘I want you to see what
         happens to animals who cheat Feeney.’ The animals shuffled around, nosing the buckets for scraps. They were accustomed to
         order. The pigs tried to touch his hands. Feeney opened the shed and led the cow into the yard. He questioned the cow. He
         led pigs to an imaginary witness stand. He took hold of their hooves and shook them. The pigs grunted amiably, corroborating
         stories. Feeney got the lamp and brought it to the cow’s face and then to the hind legs and told his version of how it all
         happened. Some terrible things had gone on in the yard. Feeney talked about the incontrovertible evidence, calling the cow
         ‘a slut’. It stood with its head down in the middle of the yard. Its hind dribbled mucus. ‘You have been sentenced to death.’
      

      
      Feeney held the butchering knife in his hand. He took it to the neck of the cow and cut cleanly across the throat. The cow
         fell over like a cardboard figure. Its hooves tapped the concrete as thought it was impatient to die. Its mouth opened and
         closed mutely.
      

      
      ‘Now there, justice has been served, Gentlemen of the Jury.’ The pigs grunted around him. He let them smell his hand, the
         teeming sweat on the hair of his hand. He led the pigs into their pens, then left, locking the gate behind him, leaving the
         cow in the yard. He pushed his bicycle alongside him. He had done what had to be done. It was officially over. Now he looked
         forward. From the knackers he thought he would get enough for the new bicycle. He was adding figures in his head. There was
         always next year. The pigs were a sure bet. ‘Gentlemen of the Jury,’ he said in his most Protestant voice, then burst out
         laughing. The pigs had learned something from this. There was a contract in life, between all creatures, between men and women, between religions, between countries, between him and the
         town that had to be maintained, a life living on Borders. Himself and his pigs would continue through this time of struggle,
         in births and deaths, in the slaughtering and the eating. ‘No,’ Feeney said to himself. ‘This wasn’t a bad night at all.’
         It wasn’t a thing to ruin a Christmas.
      

      

   

      

      

      

      

      

      Ambrose Feeney had survived much of his childhood in the aftermath of the Second World War. His people had come to Limerick

         from their border town before he was born. They had endured the grim fatalism of the lean years, the blackouts and tea without

         milk or sugar, eating pig’s feet and tripe. ‘You could have bread and butter, or bread and jam, but not bread, butter and

         jam.’ Life had its measured tedium.

      


      

      The people had begun to ritualize hardship into religious fasts, sublimating the fact that the war was the creation of industry.

         They had turned from inexplicable war to inexplicable faith. But none of this affected Ambrose when he was content in his

         earlier years, before the illness, when he felt that life had meaning, that nobody was out to get him, that wars just happened

         and God loved him. It all came in a later stage of illness, after the denial of religion and before the hatred of mother.

         The sickness had a linearity which pleased him.

      


      

      In those early years things had not been so bad. The humdrum boredom of life had its coziness. The fire drew the family close

         together, if only for warmth’s sake. Ambrose liked that sullen comfort of want, the vague way people slowly rose up from lethargy

         to face the ineffectual nature of things that were either broken or about to break, the cracked milk jug, the warped back door that wouldn’t shut and so let the rain run into the kitchen, the broken grandfather clock, his father’s green

         bicycle with the slow punctures. That kind of impending frustration stood Ambrose well. Life dissipated into a dull parochialism.

         Ambrose’s people had no car, so the world ended at the limits of what could be travelled in a day’s walk or cycle. Even on

         the holidays, they didn’t travel up to Dublin but further West to the edge of the wild Atlantic seaside resorts of Ballybunion

         and Lahinch.

      


      

      Ambrose cursed the advances of technology, the cars, the radio and the newsreels for much of his troubles. It was hard enough

         to be exemplary within a city, to prove yourself better than any other person, without having to contend with far-reaching

         worlds where people did things under a different sun, lived in mountains or in deserts, spoke other languages -people more

         advanced, who wrote better, built better, or lived better than himself and his people. How could he take life seriously, growing

         up in his part of the world?

      


      

      Ambrose spent his adolescent days as a brooding schoolboy in black trousers, grey socks and a heavy duffel coat, with no aptitude

         for school. St Peter’s school was set far back into a field. Ambrose was impressed with the grounds, the pastoral setting,

         the long entrance flanked by grazing cows and sheep set between the goal posts of hurling fields. It was strategically placed,

         far enough away from women, where screams would only bother the animals, a dominion of men and boys.

      


      

      The bleakness of the war had faded into the background by the time Ambrose understood what it was all about, its history consigned

         to the black and white of photographs and films, with only the occasional amputees around the city who had fought with England

         against the Nazis. There was a new generation of youth in the classes above him who had not been killed off. The memory of the war had reached a critical mass.

         There was enough of the present to taint its past. Of course, people didn’t want their sons to die, but they didn’t want them

         around the house forever either. Ambrose understood that the older lads were anxious about jobs. It was the first sense of

         helplessness he had encountered, the outside world impinging on the domesticity of his home life.

      


      

      One day a politician came to the school and said, ‘Lads, there are forces beyond Limerick at work in this crisis.’ Apparently,

         there was some other town in Ireland making better sausages and bacon than Munster Meats. Ambrose was genuinely concerned

         with the state of affairs. His father was in their employment. Ambrose suggested a mascot, a pink pig smiling. God love him,

         Ambrose was ahead of his time, earnest in a practical way. The politician seemed on the verge of winking approval, his teeth

         showing. ‘A mascot,’ he said, beginning to move his head, but the priest objected and quoted the First Commandment. ‘Thou

         shalt not have false gods before me.’ Ambrose agreed with his vacant smile. The politician frowned. Ambrose slowly began to

         realize that modest lower-class living made everyone too religious; there was too much faith in rosaries and novenas.
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