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Abstract 
 

 

This practice-in-research dissertation combines creative writing and literary criticism to 

explore the farm narratives that arose in Ireland due to expansionist agricultural ideologies, and 

by extension considers what is at stake both economically and culturally when farmers are 

forced to participate in productivist agriculture. In particular, the academic research 

investigates the extent to which the Irish writer John McGahern’s That They May Face the 

Rising Sun (2002) and Icelander Halldór Laxness’ Independent People (1934) can be read as 

responses to specific agricultural policies practiced at the time of their publications. Iceland 

provides an intuitive counterpoint in considering Irish agriculture as both nations once shared 

similar farming systems, but have seen the lived experiences of farmers—and subsequent 

narratives regarding them—diverge dramatically at key points in their policymaking histories. 

When presented as an act of political intent, McGahern’s Rising Sun becomes the first of a new 

kind of Irish farm narrative, one that is often marked by the economic conditions of agriculture. 

To add to current Irish farm narratives and further examine the circumstances of small 

agriculture, I completed the novel draft The Beasts They Turned Away. The lyrical gothic novel 

presents an aging Irish farmer who stubbornly refuses to give up farming until death takes him, 

despite losing a grip on his senility and physical health. In addition, he cares for a small boy 

who is mute and burdened with a curse that turns the natural world against him, including the 

landscape and the wildlife on it. He must protect the boy from the ire of the local town, all the 

while struggling to keep his small dairy farm. Ultimately, The Beasts They Turned Away and 

my academic research are unified by their fundamental objective: to suggest that the transition 

from small to large agriculture was not inevitable as a symptom of advancing technology or 

growing populations, but rather the result of specific policy decisions that had momentous 

consequences.  
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Thesis Introduction 
 

Naming Fields: The Loss of Narrative in Farming 

        

Each field had a name. My great grandfather once had horses on The Corral Piece. The old Bee 

Man used to keep a few colonies on The Beehive Field when he was alive. We have a plot 

called The Lime Pile Field because the county stored road supplies on its headlands in the 

sixties. I had never seen the lime pile, because it was gone long before I was born. Still, I know 

it as The Lime Pile Field. 

When my grandfather retired in 2008 half of our land was sold to one of the large farms 

nearby. Later, when my father could no longer make a living dairy farming, he rented his 

remaining land to them. Now, every month or two a parade of large equipment rolls into our 

valley in New York State. They seed, cut, or chop in a single afternoon what would take us 

weeks to do ourselves. Heavy trucks race down our dirt roads all day, back and forth to the 

centre of their operation miles away, silage flying out and settling on the shoulder. Then they 

are gone again. I doubt they are there long enough to make any memories or have any stories 

to tell. I don’t know what they call the fields that used to be ours.  

I had never heard the term “factory farm” used until I attended university in Iowa in 

2004. In the Midwest, the size of crop and hog farms had been growing quickly by then; many 

of them were already owned by corporations. The land is hilly in Western New York and 

generally parcelled into 20-acre fields. It is not suited for largescale agriculture, particularly in 

dairy farming. However, when my parents quit farming in 2014 the average dairy herd size in 
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the Northeast was 348 cows (Farm Credit East). Several years later, many of the farms around 

us milking over 500 cows went out of business.  

It is tempting to consider the rise of largescale agriculture to be a recent phenomenon. 

Nonetheless, literature tells us otherwise. Jan Wojcik traces the debate back to Varro’s De Re 

Rustica at approximately 40 BC in the Roman Empire. In writing a discourse for his wife on 

the best farming practices, Varro begins with a fabricated drama between fictional farmers. On 

a festival day, several farmers stand outside the Temple of Tellus, debating the nature of 

agriculture. Gaius Fundanius, whose name, Wojcik tells us, translates as “Down to Earth” (27), 

insinuates that while it is important to be able to make a profit farming and support yourself, it 

is more imperative that the land be “healthful” (Book I, ii, 8). It becomes apparent in the text 

that Fundanius is not just referring to the quality of the land, but its effect on the farmer himself. 

Gnaeus Tremelus (“Genuine Quivering Swine”), however, states: “the farmer should aim at 

two goals, profit and pleasure; the object of the first is material return” (I, iv,1). Varro pairs the 

advantages of both agricultural ideologies: social capital vs. economic capital, initiating a 

dualism that persists in agricultural policy discussions today.  

Two millennia after Varro this dichotomy in defining agriculture still exists. Most 

recently and most famously, the roles of Fundanius and Tremelus were taken up by author 

Wendell Berry and Former Secretary of Agriculture Earl Butz at a 1977 debate at Manchester 

College, Indiana. Butz, in this case the Genuine Quivering Swine (and Jane Smiley did name 

a fat pig after him in her 1995 novel Moo), was an outspoken proponent of agribusiness and 

pushed such policies when he served in office. Speaking in a decade when many small 

American farms were going out of business, he refused to deem the situation a crisis. Instead, 

he insisted that change comes at a cost. “Butz’s Law of Economics—it’s a very simple one—

Adapt or Die. It’s a harsh one. But those who cling to the moldering past are the ones to die” 

(“Earl Butz versus Wendell Berry”, 53). Although much of Wendell Berry’s ideas and work 
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may now appear mainstream, in the 70s he was writing during a time when promoting small 

agriculture and environmental awareness would have found a more marginal audience. The 

first line of his speech best sums up any rebuttal to capitalistic farming: “My basic assumption 

in talking about agriculture is that there’s more to it than just agriculture” (53). Berry suggests 

that humanity loses a part of itself when measuring the act of farming in quantities instead of 

ideals. He tells the story of his young neighbour, the son of a tenant farmer with the passionate 

desire to fix up a depreciating marginal farm. Even though the young man had the drive and 

character to serve the land well, he ultimately found that he could not afford to purchase it. As 

a result, the land lost a good steward, and his neighbour did not have the opportunity to 

participate in the “healthful” lifestyle he pursued. Berry says, “As I see it, the farmer standing 

in his field is not simply a component of a production machine. He stands where a lot of cultural 

lines meet” (55). It is important to Berry that fields have names, for the sake of the farm, the 

farmer, and the community they are vested in. To him, the past is not mouldering, but a critical 

part of deciding who we are. 

The debate over agriculture, in its simplest terms, is a dispute between numbers and 

values. Unfortunately for family farming (the term applied with its colloquial indication of 

small-scale farming), it is easier to make policy based on numbers. For this reason, agricultural 

policy has become increasingly governed by neo-liberal and productivist ideology across the 

Western World. In 1992 the EU began moving away from the concept of multifunctionalism 

that recognized the non-commodity benefits that farmers supply to society and commenced to 

liberalise their markets, following suit with the gradual removal of milk quotas by 2015. In 

2000, Australia became the first wholly deregulated dairy industry in the world, after which 

some regions lost almost 60% of their farms. The United States continues to remove safety nets 

and supports like the Milk Income Loss Contracts (MILC) that helped bolster family farms. 

Against the empirical logic of economies of scale and “free market economy”, proponents of 
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small agriculture champion the intimate relationship the family farm has with its surroundings, 

demonstrating its greater tendency towards stewardship, environmental responsibility, and 

rural community development. The obvious problem, of course, is that citing “ties to the land” 

feels like a timid argument against the figures linked with productivity. It feels old-fashioned. 

It comes across as nostalgia: and nostalgia, as Butz himself pointed out, makes for poor science. 

In borrowing sociological considerations to understand the sense of belonging a small 

farmer has to his holdings that go beyond capitalistic imperatives, the concept of place 

attachment has been applied by researchers (see Cheshire et al.). According to Low, “place 

attachment is the symbolic relationship formed by people giving culturally shared 

emotional/affective meanings to a particular space or piece of land that provides the basis for 

the individual’s and group’s understanding of and relationship to the environment” (165). It 

acknowledges that the link between people and place is a complex, multivariate phenomenon 

that can be both experiential and cultural in origin. A space becomes embedded with meaning, 

transforming it into a symbol for an individual or group of people. Low creates a typology of 

six non-mutually exclusive categories of place attachment, most of which can be applied to 

farming in one context or another:  

(1) genealogical linkage to the land through history or family lineage; (2) linkage 

through loss of land or destruction of community; (3) economic linkage through land 

ownership, inheritance, and politics; (4) cosmological linkage through religious, 

spiritual, or mythological relationship; (5) linkage through both religious and secular 

pilgrimage and celebratory, cultural events; and (6) narrative linkage through 

storytelling and place naming (166).      

A connection to a farm through generational inheritance is common and oft-cited, even among 

female Irish farm labourers, who are not natural inheritors to agricultural holdings according 

to traditional Irish succession practices. The bond to a property through ownership is also easily 
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apparent, coupled with economic consequences. Nonetheless, it is the relationship to the 

narrative of both the farm as a place and the acts of farming inherent to small agriculture that 

is often overlooked in empirical research, ignored in agricultural policy, and not recognized in 

literary narratives about farming.  

 My father asked for help in cleaning out my grandfather’s shed after my grandfather 

quit farming. It was just the two of us and we mostly worked in silence, dumping tools into 

five-gallon buckets and carrying away old compressors and barn fans. He would look a PTO 

shaft or plough coulter over, turning it in his hands before throwing it into the back of the 

trailer. He had worked with my grandfather all his life, each having separate herds but sharing 

the land and machinery. Because of that, I knew that he saw things in the dusty artefacts that I 

did not. Before the day was over he would say that cleaning out that shed was hard, and that 

was a type of admission that he seldom made.  

At one point we had to lift an old tractor door together. “You probably don’t remember 

the John Deere this belonged to, do you?” he said. He then told about a day he disked The 

Beehive Field as a young teenager while my grandfather started planting it. After a few hours 

my grandfather eased his tractor to a halt and stopped to piss next to the front tyre. My father 

also pulled his parking brake and, looking to surprise him, threw a small flat stone towards my 

grandfather’s feet. The stone curved through the air, hit my grandfather on the back of the head, 

and dropped him to his knees. As the story goes, my grandfather recollected himself and pulled 

up his pants. He immediately remarked, “I think I got some on my hands”. In truth, I had heard 

that anecdote a few times, but always enjoyed watching my father tell it. Although he never 

said this to me, I believe my grandfather taking the moment with humour instead of anger made 

my father feel like an adult at that age.  
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My father would persist in dairy farming for six more years after he loaded up the 

trailer, even as low milk prices and unforeseen setbacks pushed him exponentially into debt. I 

suspect it was the things in that shed that made him hang on for so long. 

Ultimately, it is the story that holds the farmer to the family farm. He places himself 

inside a larger narrative every time he puts his boots on, and the way he negotiates this story is 

likely the way he understands himself. When a struggling farmer is asked why he continues on, 

the answer is fairly universal: he doesn’t know how to be anything else. His identity is rooted 

in the iterative performance of feeding and milking and ploughing in a specific place, and when 

he is decoupled from that certain piece of ground he loses access to his personal saga and often 

familial past. As Berry states of his own farm, “the place and the history, for me, have been 

inseparable, and there is the sense that my own life is inseparable from the history and the 

place” (2002, 4). This may not be true for an industrial farmer and land he has not grown up 

with or does not live on. He’s a businessman. He will buy or sell land according to profit 

decisions. For him it’s crop yield, herd average, and the futures market.  

It is the narrative, in the end, that is lost in the transition from small to large farming. 

On the scale of the individual farm, as Low suggests, it is “identified through place naming and 

language” (174). A farm in the hands of the same family collects stories of roll-away wagons, 

memories of the wet spots in each paddock, and field names that are not apparent to those 

outside their experience. The challenges inherent to the act of farming intrinsically produce 

tragedies and comedies, morality tales and jokes inside the farming family that are embedded 

in their understanding of the space around them. It is hard to put a quantitative assessment on 

such stories, and that is probably why they are seldom considered in agricultural policy. 

Perhaps the only statistics that reflect the value currently attributed to the family farming 

narrative are the record-breaking farmer suicides across the globe. Every week a British farmer 

kills himself; it is every four days for an Australian farmer, and two days for a farmer in France 
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(Weingarten). In Ireland, farmers are three times more likely to die by suicide than accountants, 

engineers, and those in the legal profession (MacConnell). Although conclusive figures have 

yet to be established, I suspect it isn’t simply the loss of income that leads to these events. As 

Berry said, agriculture is “more than just agriculture”.  

The work of Riley and Harvey using oral histories to analyse changing landscape 

practices illustrates just how closely intertwined storytelling and small farming remain. In 

interviewing farmers in Devon and the Peak District in the UK they noted the importance of 

conducting the research in the field—the farmer’s actual field. The surrounding landscape 

created not only a “topographical starting point” to the conversations, but also served as 

“markers” in that a topic could more easily be re-engaged in when returning to the physical 

space in which it originated (409). In addition, being in the presence of the farmland and the 

accompanying artefacts allowed the farmer’s narrative to be embellished further. In walking 

around the farm, participants pointed to various spots on their holdings and described numerous 

events or procedures associated with them. One respondent showed them a defunct tractor at 

the edge of the field and told how it was paid for by government funds during the Second World 

War, leading to examples of how both the tractor and the war changed his family’s life, as well 

as how they farmed. For Riley and Harvey, the understanding of each farmer’s practices was 

grounded in storytelling, and the farm and the story fed off each other. 

Not only is a private narrative erased when a family farm is bought out by a corporate-

style operation, but it adds to the loss of the cultural narrative of family farming. Small 

agriculture may not have the political capital to attain agency in the marketplace or policy 

making, but it does have the public’s sympathy. The idea that family farming exists, whether 

locally or in a nation, is something to which many citizens assign value. It is the type of farming 

they may have been more familiar with in their youth, whether at an uncle’s farm or a 

neighbour’s pasture, and it is the type of agriculture they would prefer as the face of food 
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production. In the case of Ireland and the United States, the independent family farm is at the 

heart of the national myths on which the countries were founded. De Valera, according to Barry 

Whelan, “identified the humble, small-scale farmer in the fields around Bruree [his home] as 

the ideal embodiment of Irish society” (73). He sought to make the new sovereign Ireland as 

autonomous and self-sufficient as possible and considered agriculture to be a key component 

in achieving this, placing high tariffs on incoming goods to promote native products and 

encouraging an increase in tillage farming. Unlike Britain, the fledging American republic did 

not have the cultural centre of London or other metropolitan cities across Europe—they only 

had farmers. Like de Valera, Thomas Jefferson put the family farm at the heart of the American 

ideal, famously stating “Those who labor in the earth are the chosen people of God, if ever he 

had a chosen people, whose breasts he has made his peculiar deposit for substantial and genuine 

virtue” (qt. in Temple, 581). As exampled by de Valera’s thinking, this Jeffersonian ideology 

persisted through the centuries, and can still be found today in explanations about agriculture. 

Whether it is a realistic assessment of farming or not, it is part of a collective understanding 

that further thins with the loss of each small holding.  

Part of our family land includes a dirt trail that is mostly washed into a gulley through 

the valley. It used to be a road called The Turkey Path. My grandfather had told me over and 

over again about the old stagecoach that went down The Turkey Path, styled with trimmings 

and carrying riders in elegant period dress, although it is hard to imagine it now after the locust 

trees and rainwater have overtaken the road. My grandfather also recounted when he worked 

The Turkey Path Fields with horses at the age of ten. He turned too sharply at the end of a 

furrow and tipped the drag over. The harness broke and the draft horses sprinted into the next 

town. He walked the mile home, crying, the distance overwhelming to a young, upset child. 

My grandfather was the second Dennis to work The Turkey Path Fields. I was the last. I don’t 

have any particular memories of my own associated with them—perhaps if I had more time 
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than just my youth. The only stories of The Turkey Path that I can offer future generations are 

those of my grandfather, so I try to remember them faithfully.  

As I got older, I recognized that my grandfather was giving me the farm in a way that 

was more important than ownership or economy. Knowing the family’s stories of the land 

united me with the ground in a way that couldn’t be achieved otherwise, and being the keeper 

of such stories prepared me to be a better keeper of the land, if I was to be given the chance. 

Berry has long warned that the safeguarding of our environment depends on such stories: “For 

the small farmers who lived on their farms cared about their land […] The corporations and 

machines that replace them will never be bound to the land by a sense of birthright and 

continuity, or by the love that enforces care” (1970, 79). As soon as my grandfather’s farm was 

sold the large farm that bought it hired a bulldozer. They removed the diversion ditches and 

hedgerows that have been part of the fields for generations in order to eke out a few more acres 

for planting. I can only imagine the topsoil that has already been lost in runoff, and the slow 

decline in productivity that will accumulate. I wonder for the birds and wildlife that needed 

those hedgerows as their habitats. Soon, I suspect, the unquantifiable idea of having ties to the 

land will produce some very tangible statistics of what is being lost.  

Each of the few scholars that have surveyed the field of American farm-life fiction have 

started with Hamlin Garland’s Main-Travelled Roads in 1891 and noted the relative absence 

of novels based on agriculture until Willa Cather began publishing in 1915. By the 1920s, 

however, the farm novel was ubiquitous, entertaining a boom that would last throughout the 

next decade. The reasons for the sudden interest in writing about agriculture were varied. At 

that time, increased mechanization of farming had given farmers more leisure time to read, as 

well as reduced the number of farms, sending some who were formerly involved in agriculture 

into the city. Many of the displaced farmers and farmworkers, having a background in 

agriculture, still read about it. Caroline Sherman, writing amidst the farm-fiction boom, echoes 
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the Jeffersonian ideals that “they fitted even more exactly the requirements brought about by 

that rather definite trend toward nationalism, or the embodiment of the national spirit” (1931, 

474). Centuries after the founding fathers, America still sought to lift the pioneer/farmer as an 

icon. Sherman also cites the influence of the Pulitzer Prize in the legitimization of the farm 

genre, as its wording once stated that the award should go to the novels “that shall best present 

the wholesome atmosphere of American life and the highest standards of American manners 

and manhood” (qt. in Sherman 1938, 72). This resulted in the committee selecting an inordinate 

amount of rural fiction. In more literary terms, Roy Meyer links the rise of the farm novel in 

America to the championing of regionalism in literature and arts at the same time: “Novels 

dealing with farm life might reflect regional peculiarities more effectively than novels treating 

of city and small-town life” (179). The concept of regionalism was meant, in part, to wrench 

autonomy away from the growing urban presence in the country, and the field stood as the 

antithesis to the city street. 

The era of the farm novel, however, has come and gone. By the time Roy Meyer 

completed his 1965 survey of the Midwest farm novel, the presence of farm-life fiction had 

sharply declined. When William Conlogue (2001) and Florian Freitag (2013) published their 

respective analyses on farm fiction, they had relatively few additional examples to consider. 

The swell of American farm narratives published in the twenties and thirties that had attracted 

both skilled and hack writers into the genre had dwindled. The general decline in the number 

of farmers reduced the scope of people who would have an interest in reading about farming, 

as well as the intimate knowledge to write about it. Meyer also suggests that the rise of the 

farm novel in the second and third decade of the twentieth century can be tied to economic 

distress experienced by American farmers at that time, and the genre’s overall concern with 

social reform. This reasoning can later be applied to the surge of farm movies in America 

during the 1980s farm crisis, 1984 alone including the release of The River (dir. Mark Rydell), 
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Places in the Heart (dir. Robert Benton) and Country (dir. Richard Pearce). It can be argued 

that today the struggles of family farms do not receive sufficient media attention to encourage 

fiction readership on the subject.  

The twenty-first century finds the farm novel practically extinct in the English 

language. More people are writing than ever before, but few are writing about agriculture. In 

Ireland, where the tendency towards larger agriculture is more recent and somewhat less 

dramatic, a few sparse examples have appeared in fiction and film, as I discuss in my critical 

section. In regards to the United Kingdom, examples beyond Ross Raisin’s God’s Own Country 

(2008) are difficult to find. In America, expansion in the farming sector has been more 

pronounced, especially since the eighties. Those still writing fiction based on American 

agriculture, namely Wendell Berry and Jane Smiley, are elder practitioners, having been 

recognized in the discipline decades ago. It is no coincidence that all of their works published 

after the new millennium, as well as John Grisham’s A Painted House (2001), call back to 

earlier periods of agricultural history. No one, to my knowledge, has set a novel on a modern 

largescale commercial farm. With the transition from small to large agriculture comes another 

type of loss in the narrative of farming.  

The motivation of my creative work for this PhD project is to add a contemporary farm 

narrative to a subject that has gone quiet, and in doing so, help give voice to a group of people 

whose selfhood is increasingly less recognized. My novel, The Beasts They Turned Away, seeks 

to re-spark and contribute to the dialogue started with Varro and echoed in Butz vs. Berry by 

accurately portraying the experience of the contemporary Irish small farmer, and by extension, 

family farmers in the Western World. With, arguably, the exception of Belinda McKeon’s 

Solace (2011), one has to go back to Sam Hanna Bell’s December Bride in 1951 to find an 

Irish novel that presents ubiquitous and genuine acts of farming—and the farming experience 

has changed considerably since then. The Beasts They Turned Away also intends to deliver a 
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political response to current EU agricultural policy, much like, as I argue in my critical section, 

the work of John McGahern and Halldór Laxness. 

Although not always true in the Irish context, the farm novel—especially in America—

has seldom been able to free itself from the conventions of the pastoral. Much of the earlier 

American farm fiction during its boom, particularly that written by opportunists without 

agricultural knowledge, yielded to the urban conception of a green and wholesome place to 

escape the city, or upheld the Jeffersonian notion of a noble farmer attaining God’s affinity by 

working the soil. Conlogue suggests that “critics sometimes too easily leap from farmer to 

shepherd, from farm to garden” (7). Presently, some of the most noted American contemporary 

farm novels, from Jane Smiley’s A Thousand Acres (1992) to Jane Hamilton’s A Map of the 

World (1994), generally avoid actual farming. I would argue that the tangential existence of 

the farm within the narrative itself, as well as agriculture’s pastoral illustration, do not 

satisfactorily serve the farm novel. For this reason my work takes a different approach. Given 

the current economic conditions of dairy industries around the world and the social conditions 

that result from them, I believe the gothic becomes the most accurate and honest vehicle with 

which to tell the story of the modern family farm. With the exception of Darling (1991) by 

William Tester, the gothic has not been attempted on the topic for which it is so wholly suited. 

The form’s grandiose and dark manners become useful in reflecting upon an experience marked 

by isolation, desperate acts, and personal and economic depression.  

It can be argued that, to date, there has not been a farm novel written in an experimental 

or unconventional prose style. Perhaps because the act of farming has historically been 

assigned to the traditional, so has it always been assumed that the act of writing about it must 

follow suit. Nonetheless, The Beasts They Turned Away is written in a condensed, lyrical and 

discordant style not just to confront this trend, but more importantly tell the story of the 

protagonist Iosac Mulgannon in the most appropriate and fitting way. The old man is fighting 
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to maintain his grasp on his lucidity in a world that he feels opposes him. Because of this, I 

have chosen to present Mulgannon’s experience in partially non-chronologic prose that is 

delivered in an off-kilter voice and maintains a jarring tone.  

The reader of The Beasts They Turned Away will also note a purposeful generic-ness in 

regards to the naming of places and people. The town in which a significant part of the novel 

is set is never identified, and all foil characters only appear in one scene. Much like in 

McGahern’s That They May Face the Rising Sun (hereafter referred to as Rising Sun), the time 

period can only be estimated by several markers—in my case, the mention of the internet and 

the size of Young John Allen’s machinery. Thematically, the intention of these decisions is to 

indicate a universality to the story being told, suggesting that it can occur in any part of Ireland, 

and that it is indeed occurring repeatedly. All over the country, as well as the Western World, 

small farms and rural towns face extinction. In addition, my intention in the one-time 

appearance of foils is to pursue the stylistic result of bringing a hyper-focus onto Mulgannon 

and his story by, in effect, blurring those in the background of scenes. Because the figure of 

the farmer is being forgotten in literature, I want him to stand clearly in this novel.         

The critical component of this thesis seeks to complement my novel draft by identifying 

political intent in farm novels that has been overlooked thus far in their registration as world 

literature. John McGahern’s Rising Sun has been viewed from its appearance as a eulogy to an 

existence in rural Ireland that was in its terminal stages, but nowhere has it been considered 

that McGahern’s concerns, in writing about characters that farm and being a farmer himself, 

were also agricultural in nature and written during a time in which farmers were being affected 

by specific EU agricultural policy. I argue that in Rising Sun McGahern presents an acute 

awareness of productivist agriculture and the loss of culture associated with it, and in turn 

imbues his characters with a similar understanding. In this way, the intention of Rising Sun is 

to both critique the expansionist farming brought about by EU policy, and offer a still-life of 
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the social capital of small farming that is being forfeited. In following the assertion of Frederick 

Jameson in his essay “Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism” that 

novels are more appropriately compared based on the circumstances from which they arise 

rather than geography or time, I pair Rising Sun with Halldór Laxness’ Independent People 

(1934). This Icelandic novel is forth-forward about the loss of a certain culture due to 

productivist agriculture and published during a time in which Iceland had an important decision 

to make regarding agricultural policy. Independent People chronicles the consequences of 

Iceland promoting expansionist agriculture and attempting to participate in the European 

markets, most notable of which is the disappearance of the crofter lifestyle. I believe that in 

coupling these novels and presenting the decisions made within them, McGahern’s 

condemnation of EU policy can be better brought to light and investigated.  

In highlighting McGahern’s awareness of the consequences of productivist agriculture 

for traditional small-scale farms in Ireland, Rising Sun becomes the first example of a new type 

of Irish farm narrative that follows after it and reflects the difficulties experienced by actual 

Irish farmers. My research considers the examples of Billy O’Brien’s 2005 horror film 

Isolation, Belinda McKeon’s novel Solace (2011) and Gerard Barrett’s social realist film 

Pilgrim Hill (2013) as representative of a new self-awareness of the economics of farming that 

narratives tend to contain after Rising Sun. These stories, I contend, also illustrate a shift in the 

central conflict in regards to writing about agriculture in a post-McGahern era. Whereas Irish 

farm narratives were most commonly based on a character’s relationship to a farm, as found in 

McGahern’s earlier novels The Dark (1965) and Amongst Women (1990), more recent Irish 

farm narratives contend with someone or something trying to take the farm away from the 

characters. This is considerably different to the experience of Icelandic farmers, both in real 

life and in literature. In the same year the first volume of Independent People was published, 

the Icelandic government adopted a “protectionist” agriculture policy that focused on ensuring 
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a fair income for farmers at the expense of participating in external markets. It is still in place 

today, and as a result, Iceland is perhaps the only Western nation in which a small farm can 

financially support a large family. It is nearly impossible to remove the Icelandic farmer from 

his farm, as seen in Bergsveinn Birgisson’s novel Reply to a Letter from Helga (2013), the 

Academy Award-nominated short film Síðasti bærinn [The Last Farm] (2010) by Rúnar 

Rúnarsson, and Grímur Hákonarson’s 2015 film Hrútar (Rams). Virtually absent in these 

narratives are the economics of farming. Instead, each story explores the autonomy granted by 

the act of farming itself.   

Ultimately, The Beasts They Turned Away and my academic research are unified by 

their fundamental objective: to suggest that the transition from small to large agriculture was 

not inevitable as a symptom of advancing technology or growing populations, but rather the 

result of specific policy decisions that had momentous consequences. Wojcik echoes a common 

sentimentality that is typically taken for granted in the debate between family farming and 

commercial agriculture, which is that “this tragic turn of events is nobody’s fault. It is simple 

economic reality” (30). When a small farm goes out of business because it cannot compete 

with the economies of scale, the lament is often coupled with a shoulder shrug and the aphorism 

“Well, that’s just how the world works”. I, however, fundamentally disagree. Instead, I would 

suggest that nature is how the world works; economies are manmade. Farmgate pricing is the 

sum of specific policy decisions that reflect the values of those who make them. In productivist 

policies like those in the United States, Australia, and largely the European Union, a 

government has chosen cheap food over social capital, rural development, and the environment. 

The Beasts They Turned Away seeks to add to the debate by pointing this out in allegorical 

terms, while my critical section supports the argument by exampling specific cases already 

present in both literature and policy. I want to suggest that the destruction of family agriculture 

is not inevitable: that it is certainly someone’s fault.  



  Introduction

  

19 
 

“Working his fields, a farmer comes to know them”, says William Conlogue, who was 

a farmer’s son before he was a scholar (25). “A picture of each in his mind, he can recite their 

soils, drainage and crop histories […] The most insidious irony of industrial agriculture is that 

it removes a farmer from his farm; animals, plants, soils and people are less living things than 

they are plotted pieces of information.” Quantitative figures have been the justification for the 

rise of productivist farming, and for its prevalence in agricultural policy. Inversely, it is the 

narrative of farming—between the farm and the farmer, and what farming means to a 

community—that opposes it. A belief in this narrative suggests that if a farmer has memories 

of the fields he works, even if given to him by other generations, it means something. These 

memories change the way he looks after the land, the type of citizen he is, and what we as a 

people are able to think of the food that we eat.  

All indications declare that it is not going to get any easier for the small farmer to 

survive. Writing fiction will probably not change that. Still, in believing that there is meaning 

in naming fields I seek to participate in that resistance, in fiction and in real life, and much like 

Berry, serve as a dissenting voice.
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Out of Proportion to the Small Loss: Productivist Agriculture in Irish and 

Icelandic Farm Narratives 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The number of family farms in the western world is rapidly decreasing. As a result of 

productivst agricultural policies, the remaining holdings are being forcibly absorbed by 

exponentially larger industrial farms.1 Lost in discussions of the tangible reality of this situation 

is the social capital and cultural value small-scale farming adds to local communities, as well 

as nations as a whole. Ireland and Iceland, both (semi)-periphery islands in relation to Europe’s 

core hegemonic capitalism, once shared similar farming systems based on small holdings and 

rotational grazing. Today, however, agriculture is looking increasingly different in each of 

these two countries, for at critical junctures of agriculture policy decisions they took radically 

divergent paths. Irish writer John McGahern’s That They May Face the Rising Sun (2002) 

(hereafter Rising Sun) and the Icelandic novel Independent People (1934) by Hálldor Laxness 

are farming novels—even though they are seldom critically addressed as such—that ultimately 

stand in response to these agricultural policies during the periods they were applied, although 

written more than six decades apart. Each novel illustrates their respective country’s transition 

to capitalistic agriculture as the result of specific policy ideology, and presents the sacrifice of 

 
1 Productivist agriculture focuses on maximizing product output, often through intensive practices and the 

expansion of operations. In simple terms, it is generally seen as the antipode to protectionist or post-productivist 

policies, which tend to evade market tendencies in order to champion a healthy lifestyle and liveable income for 

the producer (Wilson). 
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cultural value that results from these decisions, albeit by using different aesthetic forms and 

approaches. By connecting these works together, and respectively to the specific national 

agricultural policies enacted and practiced at the time of their writing, I want to suggest here 

that both McGahern and Laxness composed their respective novels in protest of expansionist 

agriculture. Thereby, a form of resistance can be brought to light that has been overlooked thus 

far in registration of these novels as world literature. As I contend, Independent People was 

written as a warning to the Icelandic people regarding the consequences of participating in the 

European markets. In many ways, McGahern continues the work that Laxness had started. 

More importantly, in considering the experience of farming in the novels themselves, a literary 

retort to capitalist farming can be formulated to add to current dialogues pertaining to farming 

policy, in particular the debate regarding EU accession by Iceland. 

 When read as a novel written by an author invested with agricultural knowledge and 

published at a time when the state of agriculture in Ireland was shifting, Rising Sun becomes 

the first example of a new Irish farm narrative that follows after McGahern—one in which the 

central conflict is not grounded on the farmer’s relationship to the farm, but instead on forces 

trying to take the farm away from him.2 The present economic difficulties of Irish agriculture 

invariably colour, if not drive, narrative plots, as seen in the examples of the 2005 horror film 

Isolation by Billy O’Brien and Belinda McKeon’s novel Solace (2011). As discussed below, 

 
2 In analysing the intersection of literature and agriculture it becomes necessary to define what constitutes a “farm 

narrative”. Some, like Caroline Sherman and Roy W. Meyer, set their classifications largely based on the qualities 

of the farming characters themselves, Sherman suggesting that they should have “an affinity for the soil” and a 

vocabulary and value system that matches the lifestyle (“Our Farm Life Fiction”, 1931, 333), and with Meyer 

adding that this worldview must include “beliefs or habits of mind often associated with farm people, of which 

the most important are conservatism, individualism, anti-intellectualism, hostility to the town, and a type of 

primitivism” (7). Others, like William Conlogue, focus on the relationships featured in the narrative, including 

between humans, nature, community, family and technology (20). For the purpose of this thesis, I am adapting 

Florian Freitag’s meditative approach in suggesting that a farm narrative is one that is “set on a farm, [and] features 

farmers as its main protagonists” (2). To add to this and exclude novels such as Rupture (2012) by Ragnar 

Jónasson in which only a brief part of the story is set on a farm and largely leaves the plot unaffected, I would 

assert that in nearly all farming narratives the presence of a farm affects at least one character’s autonomy, whether 

in a restrictive (such as in Independent People) or fortifying manner (Rising Sun). The characters must, in one 

way or another, contend with the consequences of being involved in agriculture. In suggesting this, I mean to 

further distinguish the farm narrative from the broader category of rural literature.      
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Irish farm narratives sometimes include “irrealist” narrative devices in their storytelling as a 

reaction to the EU’s hegemonic influence on them. Such storytelling techniques are absent in 

contemporary Icelandic farm narratives, which adhere to more traditional storytelling 

approaches. Like the Bergsveinn Birgisson novel Reply to a Letter from Helga (2013) and the 

Academy Award-nominated short film Síðasti bærinn [The Last Farm] (2010) by Rúnar 

Rúnarsson, present Icelandic farm narratives celebrate the cultural identity associated with 

family farming, as explored and promoted most notably by Wendell Berry, a farmer, author 

and critic well known as an opposition figure to industrial agriculture. In examining the farm 

narratives that follow after McGahern and Laxness, and more importantly, the specific 

agricultural policies enacted during the time these authors were writing, the effect of each 

nation’s shift in political ideology on the lived experience of its farmers can be qualitatively 

considered in the fiction and film produced on each island. In contextually re-joining these 

policies with McGahern and Laxness, it becomes apparent that Ireland and Iceland have 

swapped roles in regards to their agricultural experience. 

 The story of modern agriculture in the western world, largely regardless of geography 

or time, has been fairly consistent. Driven by an understanding of agriculture that privileges 

greater commodification at the expense of the producers, it has been characterized by 

dispossession from the land and a fabricated class structure. The crisis may now have reached 

a peak with current technology and the championing of neoliberal ideas among the 

policymakers of the most affluent agricultural nations. Still, it is seldom critically addressed by 

literature scholars. As William Conlogue points out: “Strangely, no one has ever fully explored 

the literary response, an odd circumstance since literature is the place where the debate is most 

fully alive and the arguments most clearly framed (4)”. McGahern and Laxness both write from 

farming backgrounds, but the understanding of agriculture from which their work originates 

has never been recognized in the related criticism.  
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 Rising Sun follows Kate and Joe Ruttledge’s unobtrusive existence inside a farming 

community as they operate a small beef and sheep herd. With the exception of the death of a 

largely absent character, the Ruttledges are little disturbed as they entertain neighbours and 

carry out acts of small farming under idyllic, communal conditions. Farming is much more 

difficult and isolating in Independent People, however, as Bjartur of Summerhouse struggles 

to maintain a small croft and save enough to purchase it outright from the landlord. Believing 

his farm to be the only embodiment of independence, he deprives himself and his family of 

comfort and nourishment for the sake of the farm, eventually finding himself alone and 

destitute. Rising Sun and Independent People are published 67 years apart, and arise from 

different cultures and historical circumstances. While the agricultural systems in both novels 

are based on rotational grazing, the machinery and farming technology available to the 

characters in Rising Sun would be somewhat more advanced than that in Independent People. 

What is the same, however, is their relationship to the type of changes in agriculture that are 

encroaching in each diegetic world. Both the Ruttledges and Bjartur are presented as 

individuals with a simple understanding of economics in a considerably pre-capitalistic 

environment that must face the coming productivist understanding of agriculture. In a footnote 

to his essay “Third-World Literature in an Era of Multinational Capitalism”, Frederic Jameson 

contends that a new type of comparison of literature is necessary, one less concerned with the 

geography and time period texts were written, but based on the “concrete situations from which 

the texts spring and to which they constitute direction responses” (1986, 86-87). Although 

written in different decades and originating from diverse cultures, the specific concerns from 

which these authors write make for a useful analysis in critiquing productivist agricultural 

policy and considering the lived experience of farmers affected by it. 

 Rising Sun and Independent People, particularly in suggesting their political intent, are 

in large part novels about small islands on the periphery of Europe being subjected to the 
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capitalism of the mainland. Franco Moretti, in thinking through the constructs of a world 

literature system, borrows a supposition from the school of economics in suggesting that such 

a framework should recognize a relationship that is “one, and unequal: with a core, and a 

periphery (and a semiperiphery) that are bound together in a relationship of growing inequality” 

(56). His proposition is both simple and provocative: as one culture coexists with others in an 

intersection of power-balance, so does its literature. Laxness lays bare the consequences of 

Iceland being brought into the volatile markets of Europe during World War I, something the 

island had avoided until that point. Although more subtle and thus far unrecognized in this 

aspect, Rising Sun mirrors the Icelandic farmer’s experience in Independent People, as it 

highlights the productivist agriculture that results from Ireland’s membership in the European 

Union (the core) and being subjected to its policies.  

 

 

2. Irish Agriculture: Coming into Productivism 

 

John McGahern’s Rising Sun presents a rural society in which farming is central and 

ubiquitous, not unlike his own experience with agriculture during his later life. Kate and Joe 

Ruttledge return from London to a small farm similar to the one Joe had left years ago and 

decide to remain despite the surprise of neighbours and an offer of a better job in England. 

While published in 2002, the novel is elusive regarding the time in which it is set. Characters 

tend to hay with mowers and tedders, but remember using scythes and mules. They have a 

television to watch Blind Date (airing from 1985 to 2003), but it is only at the end of the novel 

that telephone lines are laid down. As Eamon Maher suggests, McGahern “succeeds in 

conveying a strong sense of place and of a culture that transcends time” (289). It appears that 

McGahern meant to register a period in Irish history defined by lifestyle rather than an 
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empirical date. What is perhaps more important, however, is that there are indications that this 

lifestyle is on the verge of change.  

The laying down of telephone poles around the lake at the end of the novel suggests 

that a version of modernity will be forced upon the characters. Comments such as Patrick 

Ryan’s worry that “after us there will be nothing left but the water hen and the swan” (45) keep 

us reminded that the quiet regime of their existence may be under threat. The unfinished shed 

stands on the Ruttledges’ property, and while progress is made on it over the course of the 

novel, they are in no hurry to insist on its completion. It is as if the characters themselves are 

aware of the metaphoric value it may hold, suggesting that with the completion of the building 

will also come the conclusion of a way of life.  

Perhaps such concerns are best emblemized by a late-born black lamb that, as Kate 

believed, was “a picture of happiness” (264). Joe, however, was careless in running the sheep 

into the shed for an overdue dosing, causing the lamb to be trampled to death. Much more than 

a commonly expected livestock fatality, “it was as if the black lamb reached back to other 

feelings of loss and disappointment and gathered them into an ache that was out of all 

proportion to the small loss” (265). Such heavy language sets the tone of a parable, in which 

biblically the slaying of a lamb has already stood in place of forfeiting innocence.  

With no small irony, it was an Irish man from Fianna Fáil, a political party that built its 

reputation on being on the side of the small farmer, who would lend his name to a bill that 

began the shift in EU policy in a direction ultimately detrimental to family farming. Ray 

MacSharry, looking to reduce the level of government involvement in farmgate pricing and 

allow EU products to better compete on the international market, introduced the “MacSharry 

Reforms” in the EU Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) in 1992. “For more than twenty years, 

starting in 1992, the CAP has been through successive reforms which have increased market 
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orientation for agriculture” (“Overview of CAP”). While some measures, such as shifting from 

product payments to producer payments and rewarding farmers for the public capital they 

provide were useful measures in supporting family agriculture, the additional focus on 

increasing production was not. The result was overproduction and ultimately lower farmgate 

prices (Bjarnason 51). The EU agricultural trade markets were further liberalized during the 

2004-2009 term of Mariann Fischer Boel, one result being the abolition of milk quotas 

(“Agriculture and Rural Policy”). This drove down milk prices in the EU, ultimately leading 

to expansion in the dairy sector and the decline of the family dairy farm. It should be noted that 

the EU does partially invest in the concept of a multifunctional agriculture, which includes 

financial incentives that recognize how farmers serve the general population in ways other than 

producing a commodity, such as the environmental protection of land or sustaining rural 

communities. Its policies include programs meant to benefit small farmers, ultimately 

supporting its producers more than some other major agricultural nations, such as the United 

States or Australia. However, the EU is still intent on driving expansion and a productivist 

mindset, which becomes even clearer when comparing it to the agricultural ideology of Iceland. 

In an overview of the CAP’s latest reform, it is stated: “In short, EU agriculture needs to attain 

higher levels of production of safe and quality food […] This can only be achieved by a 

competitive and viable agricultural sector operating within a properly functioning supply chain 

and which contributes to the maintenance of a thriving rural economy” (“Overview of CAP”). 

Nonetheless, the cost of higher production is demonstrated in the present difficulties of family 

farms making a profit in Ireland.  

McGahern was writing Rising Sun during the time when the small Irish farmer was 

beginning to feel the effects of the 1992 MacSharry reforms and the general paradigm shift in 

EU agricultural policy towards productivism that started to manifest itself in tangible changes 

to the Irish agricultural system. McGahern provided evidence that he was aware that the future 
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of Irish agriculture was indeed in peril. In his essay “Rural Ireland’s Passing”, originally 

published at the turn of the millennium, he addresses the state of farming: 

Since then [the heyday of small agriculture] everything has changed. Like fishing, it 

has become an industry. The machines have taken away the hardship and the 

uncertainty, but larger farms and fewer people are needed to justify their cost and 

efficiency. Nobody can make a living from the small farms anymore unless they have 

a job, or the wife has, or both have jobs (170). 

McGahern explicitly names productivist agriculture and the drive towards the expansion of 

holdings as the reason for the difficulties faced by farms such as those in Rising Sun.  

McGahern’s characters in Rising Sun must frequently confront productivist and 

expansionist ideology. “It’s a sight how the world is going”, Jamesie remarks, observing how 

quickly the lambs Ruttledge raised are turned into a commodity (149). It leaves both characters 

with a sense of unease, of the same type of discomfort that subtly yet frequently surfaces in 

this pastoral novel replete with idyllic images of the countryside. Ruttledge is wary of using 

the mower, despite the fact that it will allow him and Jamesie to complete the hay-making 

process with a fraction of the effort. Instead of celebrating the technology that allows them to 

produce more fodder at an expedited rate, he “felt some apprehension but no excitement. He 

[…] got none of the pleasure he saw young men take in their power” (110). The next day, when 

Ruttledge arrives at Jamesie’s with the tedder (an implement that spreads the cut grass for better 

drying), he finds Jamesie and his wife manually scattering the windrows with pitchforks, 

despite this being a futile act in wake of the tedder’s use. “Those pitchforks aren’t a great sign 

of faith in the machines”, Ruttledge remarks (118). It can be easy to read such exchanges as 

nostalgia or a resistance to change by the characters, particularly in light of the awareness that 

change is indeed upon them. What shouldn’t be overlooked, however, is the risk Jamesie is 
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taking when he allows all of his hay to be cut at once with the machinery. If a significant rain 

fell during one of the three days which it takes to cut, ted and bale the hay, the entirety of his 

fodder would be lost. Previously Jamesie cut the hay on his holdings in thirds, as that was all 

that was achievable at once by former practices. As a result, however, he would be guaranteed 

to save at least some of his hay, regardless of any unforeseen weather conditions. Such a 

conundrum embodies the risks of expansionist agriculture in which one is forced to participate 

in higher stakes in order to attain a profit and keep pace with the growing technology and 

commodity sizes necessarily produced by farmers. Jamesie is lucky to exist in a diegetic world 

in which something bad seldom happens to characters. Nonetheless, when the hay is baled and 

Kate suggests that “It’s safe now”, she does so with a hint of irony in light of McGahern’s 

awareness of the agricultural changes ahead (119).     

Sometimes the warnings of productivist economics are expressed more directly in the 

novel. Frank Dolan, having worked for Joe Ruttledge’s uncle, the Shah, desires to purchase the 

Shah’s business. Ruttledge negotiates with the bank himself on Frank’s behalf to secure 

funding, and establishes a wink-and-nod agreement with the bank manager that all Frank has 

to do to receive the loan is tell them that he plans on growing the business: “He’ll have to say 

he intends to expand the business and employ more people. That’s bank policy: it looks better 

for the bank when they have to face the politicians…” (167). Even though it is made clear that 

Frank is not actually bound to do so, he panics during the meeting and instead “vowed to do 

less” (187). He loses the loan and becomes the laughing stock of the area financial sector. More 

than showing a character of local colour or provincial innocence, McGahern may be sending a 

warning of the forces that will eventually encroach on his pastoral vision. The novel was written 

at a time when farmers were becoming conscious of the fact that they would have to begin to 

increase their holdings to remain viable. Although this fear of entrepreneurial expansion is 

delivered by one of the few characters who do not farm, it is no less consequential for the world 
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of the novel. In his ecocritical reading of Rising Sun, Lynch states: “The joke expresses, of 

course, Sun’s fit with an ecological consciousness respecting sustainability, such as is 

represented in the Ruttledges’ and others’ small-scale farming” (171). In the end, Frank is able 

to bypass the banks and receive the loan from the Shah himself, being able to successfully 

avoid the pretense of expansion. Such a disconnect between characters’ understanding of 

economy and the productivism being impressed upon them is not surprising in a diegetic world 

that is still trying to subsist as largely pre-capitalistic, where instead of hired help farmers 

exchange labour among themselves, and no one is comfortable handling money.  

 

3. The Productivism Iceland Left Behind 

 

While the threat to small, idyllically portrayed farming is subtle in Rising Sun, the costs of 

expansionist agriculture in a modernizing Iceland took centre stage in the latter portion of 

Hálldor Laxness’ Independent People. In Laxness’ most recognized work, Bjartur of 

Summerhouse stubbornly insists that farming is an act of an independent man, and always puts 

the farm first—even as it leads to the eventual destruction of his entire family. Following the 

market boom of World War I politicians encourage farmers to expand and purchase more 

advanced machinery. This high-production agriculture is hard for Bjartur to resolve with his 

understanding that a farm is a venture restricted to what he and his family can manage with 

their own hands. Nonetheless, much to his detriment, Bjartur is convinced to increase his 

holdings, with larger equipment and a modern-style house. When the war ends, however, the 

prices drop out of sheep farming. Bjartur loses his farm, the sole thing he has slaved for his 

entire life, and from which he ascertains his autonomy.  
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The first volume of Independent People was published in 1934, the same year the 

Icelandic government introduced price supports for its farmers. By following Bjartur’s struggle 

to maintain a small sheep farm, the novel chronicles the conditions that ultimately led the 

Icelandic government (in real life) to adopt a policy ideology that sought to support farmers 

instead of the free market. Iceland has kept, and built on, its protectionist ideology in agriculture 

ever since. Imports of many products were prohibited, and price subsidies were introduced less 

than ten years later (Bjarnason 157). In 1985, milk quotas were established based on domestic 

demand. While, like the EU, Iceland employs direct payments to farmers, it has also kept its 

quota system. The result is a stable farmgate price that allows a small mixed farm to support a 

large family while readily investing in technology and infrastructure. While there is a small 

shift towards consolidation in agriculture and a minor decline in the number of farms, this is 

partly due to the introduction of the milking robot, for which a herd size of sixty cattle 

maximizes productivity. While the EU reserves a significant portion of its focus for greater 

production, Icelandic agricultural policy champions the provision of a quality lifestyle for 

farmers. The Icelandic Agricultural Information Services listed the following as one of 

Icelandic agriculture’s objectives: “The earnings and social conditions of the agricultural 

community shall be attractive enough to make farming a worthwhile profession” (“From the 

Booklet ‘Icelandic Agriculture’”). The continuation of subsidies and quotas has allowed family 

agriculture in Iceland not only to still persist, but thrive. 

Just as the MacSharry reforms were presented as based on the “principles” of 

competitive agriculture and market-based farmgate pricing, so are the expansionist post-World 

War I economics in Independent People delivered in the idealism of the politician Ingolfur 

Arnarson. In approaching this “new era of rural colonization and development” brought about 

by the war (406), Arnarson encourages farmers to cultivate larger tracts of land and purchase 

expensive machinery previously unused on the island. The temporary boom in agricultural 
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prices helps fuel the fever of expansion, and lending institutions are giddy to offer funding. 

The end of the boom, however, finds the nation in decimating overproduction with many 

farmers left destitute. In a chapter titled “Ideals Fulfilled”, the narrator lists the fates of Bjartur’s 

fellow farmers—most of them forced off their farms—and suggests that only those who 

profited are those already wealthy like the Bailiff. Laxness, as if heralding the words of Frank 

Dolan, states that “People take more upon themselves than they can manage if they aim higher” 

(436-437). While it is not the expansion of his farm that causes Bjartur to go bankrupt but rather 

the decision to build a new modern house, it is the failure to pay for the house after the drop in 

farmgate prices that is his downfall. In the end, this is Bjartur’s punishment for attempting to 

participate in the new modernity of Iceland. Similar to the Ruttledges’ shed, the house stands 

unfinished for several seasons. Much like the idealism of Arnarson’s productivist agriculture 

(Arnarson personally convincing Bjartur to build the house), it has a “peculiar façade” (432). 

Nothing from the old croft is compatible in the new house, the building being unbearably cold 

and damp. The characters in Rising Sun may have been wise not to finish the shed and face 

whatever metaphorical consequence its completion may have endowed, as not long after 

Bjartur’s house is fully built he loses the entirety of his farm. In a final rebuke against free-

market productivism, Bjartur concludes that “the fulfilment of important people’s ideals have 

proved to be nothing more than a cloud of dust that has swirled up to obscure the lone worker’s 

vision” (451). 

Currently, the country of Iceland is once again facing an important decision regarding 

the type of agricultural policies under which its farming will occur. In 2009, Iceland formally 

submitted a bid to join the European Union (Icelandic Ministry of Foreign Affairs). Though 

already a member of the European Economic Area (EEA), the agreements do not include 

negotiations regarding agriculture and fisheries. While Iceland’s fishing industry took centre 

stage during the subsequent political debate, many, especially farmers themselves, were 
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concerned at having to farm under EU policy and forfeit the measures that have kept family 

agriculture profitable. The proposition was eventually taken off the table by a newly elected 

government in 2013, and as of today a slim majority of Icelanders remain against it 

(Guðmundsson). Agricultural organizations in Iceland such as Landsamband kúabænda remain 

active in opposing Icelandic accession into the EU. Independent People is still considered 

Iceland’s national novel and can be found on many Icelanders’ bookshelves. As Jón Yngvi 

Jóhannsson states, “Bjartur has become a stock character, a proverbial reference, in everyday 

life as well as in various discourses, to the perceived nature of Icelandic nationality and 

individuality (385). Ultimately, however, it remains to be seen whether Laxness’ warning 

regarding productivist agriculture will once again find an audience and influence national 

policy. 

 

4. Farming as a Cultural Act 

 

Wendell Berry, standing at the crossroads of literature, farming, and economic concerns, called 

a good farmer “a cultural product” (1977, 45). He associates much of the world’s ecological 

and societal malaise with the loss of the agrarian voice as represented by the family farm, and 

suggests that the social capital provided by such farmers is more significant than the goods they 

produce. Much of Berry’s writing asserts that the lifestyle produced by small-scale agriculture 

maintains the health of the individual, rural community and the environment. When trying to 

find a non-quantitative and sociologically useful definition of family farming, researchers 

internationally have long drawn on the non-production aspects of the occupation. Convey et al. 

define family farming as being part of a “lifescape” with an interconnected emotional 

geography (99), while John Gray speaks of the “consubstantiality” that exists between the 
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farming family and their holdings, asserting that “family farming is more of a way of being in 

the world” (355).  

It is indeed that “way of being in the world” that is at stake for the characters of 

McGahern and Laxness. Small farming in Rising Sun is both the defining factor of a lifestyle 

and the principal way in which the community negotiates itself. When Joe Ruttledge inquires 

why a mutual neighbour, Patrick Ryan, keeps cattle, he is told it is “for the name. The name of 

cattle and land. Without the cattle and the land he’d just be another wandering tradesman” (15). 

Farming is the anchor that validates the characters in local society, and the quality of their 

farming is often the principal manner in which we are to understand the characters themselves. 

Jamesie, the Ruttledges’ closest neighbour, is nervous for the cattle mart on Monaghan Day, 

as the price he receives for his livestock will be an evaluation of his own value. “A hopeless 

man”, he condemns Patrick Ryan, as he “gloated over the sleekness of his own cattle set beside 

Patrick’s rough beasts” (229-230). It is little surprising that John Quinn, who rapes his bride at 

the wedding in front of her parents, also never “put a spade in the vegetable garden” and allows 

his newly acquired holdings to go to ruin (32). It is remarked several times that the Ruttledges 

spoil their animals and treat them more like pets, suggesting both the couple’s good nature and, 

according to Patrick Ryan, their naiveté (80). Not only does a character’s relationship with 

farming determine how other characters view him, but it also tends to stand in the place of 

absent characters as well. Patrick Ryan’s mother loses an eye tying up a cow (67), while 

Jamesie tells how his father died worrying over how the hayrick was being built (120) and later 

how a protestant neighbour was shot while milking cows during the border violence (256). 

Rising Sun’s characters are imbued with Gray’s “consubstantiality” that makes what they do 

more than producing a commodity, and often a character and that character’s relationship to 

farming start to merge entirely. 
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Agriculture, too, is the way in which characters in Independent People mediate their 

surroundings and manage important events in their lives. Bjartur discusses how to keep the 

sheep free of maggots at the wedding of his first marriage, and similarly at that wife’s funeral 

converses with the other farmers on how to prevent the sheep from contracting diseases during 

the winter. The narrator suggests that such discourse is expected, as these themes are “fixed 

and immutable”, occurring at all major occasions (17). At his first wedding Bjartur tells the 

other farmers to “pile into the fodder”, using the fact that hay was hard to come by that winter 

to emphasize his generosity at the wedding feast (21). The visiting teacher that seduces Asta 

exercises poetry that compares her to a golden calf. After Asta becomes subsequently pregnant, 

Bjartur exclaims “You bring shame to my land”, as if familial relations are better represented 

and more integrated into the farm than the household. He chooses to tend to the sheep during 

the opportunities he has to face the difficulties brought about by his daughter’s unwanted 

pregnancy, nursing a young lamb as her symbolic replacement once she leaves. Also, like in 

Rising Sun, a character’s relationship to animals is synonymous with their standing as an 

individual. Ragnar, the husband of Bjartur’s second wife Finna, was considered a “genius” 

because of his ability to treat infected sheep (119).  Nonni’s grandmother makes a simple 

request to Nonni before he leaves for America: “I want to ask you to never be insolent to those 

who hold a lowly position in the world. And never to ill-treat any animal” (351). In both Rising 

Sun and Independent People, the “lifescape” marked by farming subsumes everything around 

it. 

It is apparent that for both the characters of Rising Sun and Independent People the act 

of farming is not defined by the commodity it produces, but the cultural identity it offers. In 

both novels farming is so central to the lives of characters that it stands in replacement of 

religion (which is no small claim for either island, especially Ireland). Kiberd points out that 

McGahern himself distinguished between a “moral imagination” that is dependent on the 
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ethical relationships between characters, and a religious imagination that is attuned to the 

mystical and supernatural, McGahern confessing to being more interested in what drives people 

to seek something to behold as sacred (Maher and Kiberd, 95). In Rising Sun the characters’ 

understanding of themselves and each other is so heavily dependent on agriculture, it appears 

to be the spiritual element they hold in veneration. Not only do the priest’s cattle graze around 

the old abbey, but Ruttledge and the priest often converse about farming instead of religion 

when they meet. The priest attends the mart on Monaghan Day in the clerical outfit, as if there 

is no clear line between religion and farming. “If his black gear hasn’t a place in the cattle mart, 

it hasn’t a place anywhere else either”, Ruttledge exclaims (237). Throughout the novel Patrick 

Ryan vows to finish the Ruttledges’ shed, but makes little progress. The novel ends with a 

similar promise, Ryan stating “Tomorrow we’ll make a start, in the name of the Lord, and we’ll 

not quit until the whole cathedral of a shed is finished” (313-314). Given the prominence of 

farming for characters in Rising Sun and the importance for their own redemption—if only in 

the community—it may be said that in the novel they all worship at the cathedral of the shed.  

Much like in McGahern’s Ireland, farming has usurped religion in Laxness’ Iceland. 

Not only does an Icelandic reverend have to contend with ghosts and folklore portents that 

appear to be real in the novel, but also with the sheep that “seduce the hearts of men from God” 

(16). Reverend Gudmunder is respected more for the breed of sheep he created (named after 

him) than for his theology. The new minister who replaces him remains in the shadow of his 

predecessor’s agricultural knowledge. To assert himself the new cleric is “always eager to talk 

sheep”, being more inclined to give theories from Agricultural Journal than quotes from the 

bible (238). Finna, Bjartur’s first wife, “knew God in her own way and found Him in a cow”, 

an animal which Bjartur eventually slaughters out of spite (173). Much like in Rising Sun, 

agriculture is the source or limitation of all autonomy, replacing other mores such as those 

provided by religion.      
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In Independent People, not only is the selfhood and autonomy granted by small-scale 

farming exalted by Bjartur, but by his country as well. At the time the first volume of 

Independent People was published, the Danish-Icelandic Act of Union was nearing expiration, 

after which Icelanders would vote overwhelmingly for sovereignty. It is not hard to imagine 

the allure of the novel’s title, Sjálfstætt folk, which is more literally translated as “Self-Standing 

People”. In attempting to build on the national myth that would lead Iceland to statehood 

Laxness did not have a great booming cultural centre in Reykjavík to draw on as other countries 

had, but the island did have farmers. In the same scene in which Laxness commits an authorial 

intrusion by referring to Iceland as “our country” in narration discussing the effects of World 

War I (364), he juxtaposes Iceland’s farming ethos against the cosmopolitan hubs of Europe. 

When asked what would happen if all of Europe perished in the war, Bjartur suggests: 

It would be a first-rate chance of discovering whether there are any prospects of good 

farming down there. It would half be a joke if Thorir of Gilteig’s grandchildren should 

end up making dandelion chains on the ruins of London city, after all their damned 

China rubbish has been smashed to fragments; yes, and their statues. And I might even 

set to and dig myself a vegetable garden on the plain where Paris had been razed to the 

ground hahaha (368). 

Laxness suggests that farming is an act that the nation can gather around because it has and 

will endure, much like Iceland itself in the context of the novel’s present global conflict. As 

Ástráður Eysteinsson contends, the Icelandic farm and surrounding countryside was viewed as 

“instrumental in preserving the Icelandic language and ‘authentic way’ of life, as opposed to 

towns and trade centres, which were ‘contaminated’ by a Danish presence” (408). Many 

characters echo the sentiments of the Bailiff’s wife when she states that “On the farmer in his 

valley rests the increase and advancement of the Icelandic nation in the past, present and the 

future” (76) and that “the dale-farmer’s dogged perseverance is a lever with which to lift the 



                                                                                                                                                        Critical Section  

37 
 

nation to higher things” (356). Many young Icelandic intellectuals at the time of the first World 

War, perhaps most famously Sigurður Nordal, did not believe the types of cultural and political 

modernity evolving in other European nations at that time were appropriate for Iceland, which 

considered its cultural golden age to date back to the sagas of the twelfth and thirteenth 

centuries. Instead, they supported a form of nationalism that was highly linked to the past and 

a “new modern Icelandic culture [built] on the values and customs of the old agricultural 

society” (Jóhannsson 365).  

Ultimately, and each in its own way, Rising Sun and Independent People are novels 

meant to highlight the cultural destruction that results from the transition from small to large 

agriculture. When Laxness states that Bjartur couldn’t get his head around capitalistic 

agriculture because he was the type of person who “fought nature and the country’s monsters 

with his bare hands, and his higher culture was derived all from ballads and old sagas” (421), 

he is aligning his character with the history and ethos of the island itself, and, in total, not being 

ironic with the term “higher culture”. When wealthy farmers walked through Bjartur’s farm as 

they would a museum or curiosity shop, not only is Bjartur’s recognition as Berry’s “cultural 

product” further emphasized, but so is the fact that he is a cultural entity that is disappearing—

or worse, has already been passed by. Perhaps such loss is best embodied by returning to the 

large, modern, yet nearly unliveable house that Bjartur builds and which ultimately leads to the 

loss of his farm. “A most depressing object on the eye” (426), it blocks the small turf cottage 

that they had dwelled in before. They miss the “little cottage of Summerhouse with its rounded 

lines and agreeable proportions” (468), when in fact if Bjartur had been content with “agreeable 

proportions” he would still have his farm.  

So, too, is the agricultural existence in Rising Sun cast as something imbued with 

cultural import, while at the same time found to be transient. When Jamesie’s granddaughter 

Margaret is asked to choose between Italy and the meadows in regards to where she would 



                                                                                                                                                        Critical Section  

38 
 

rather spend her time, she chooses the meadows. Much like Bjartur imagining farming on the 

ruins of London and Paris, the farm here is emblematically transposed against, and elevated 

above, a country commonly recognized as a cultural epicentre containing many of the world’s 

historic treasures, such as the Colosseum and the Pantheon. To accentuate this idea further, 

McGahern notes that the stacked hay that results from that day’s work “stood like abstract 

sculptures in swept empty space” (119). Nonetheless, as frequently happens in Rising Sun, a 

dark shadow behinds to creep into the celebration of the idyllic life experienced in the novel. 

As the characters rest after their pleasant labour Mary notes that it was on a similar day of 

haymaking that Jamesie’s father died, causing Kate to conclude that “We’re no more than a 

puff of wind out on the lake” (121). Once again, the individuals in the novel express a self-

recognition that their lifestyle and value system—specifically in regards to agriculture—is 

ephemeral.             

 

5. Decisions on Form 

 

While both Laxness and McGahern were writing in protest against the current agricultural 

policy of their respective islands, each writer made use of different literary forms in doing so. 

In addressing Irish farming during the beginning of its economic turbulence McGahern chose 

to compose a pastoral in Rising Sun, despite the fact that much other Irish writing in regards to 

agriculture is grounded in social realism and frequent anti-pastoralism. Patrick Kavanagh, the 

most notable farmer-writer in Ireland before McGahern, celebrates the beauty and poeticism 

that can be found in the act of farming in his novel Tarry Flynn (1948) and autobiography The 

Green Fool (1938), but not at the expense of failing to illustrate the difficulties and sacrifices 

inherent to the occupation. Kavanagh’s canonized poem, The Great Hunger (1942), challenges 
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the idyllic view of rural Irish life and presents the agrarian existence as one of loneliness, 

poverty and sexual frustration. In Sam Hanna Bell’s novel December Bride (1951), an explicit 

love triangle develops between frequent and detailed farm chores—unlike in Rising Sun, in 

which characters seldom carry out work. More recently, Monaghan author and dairy farmer 

Eugene McCabe’s historical novel Death and Nightingales (1992) includes treating a bloated 

cow, retrieving a Friesian that got stuck and died in the bog, and an absent mother that was 

killed by a bull. These are all visceral images that demonstrate the actualities of farming, and 

the type of elements that are notably missing in Rising Sun’s bucolic rendering of the 

countryside.  

While there are signs that the farming systems in Rising Sun have grown somewhat 

larger and more advanced in technology use than in the previous generation, it still remains 

chiefly a romantic and community-based activity. “There’s nothing worse than seeing a lone 

man in a meadow”, Jamesie remarks, before the Ruttledges help him and his wife stack the 

bales of hay from the fields (134). The neighbours may be meddlesome in each other’s 

business, but they are just as quick to give a hand. As Kiberd contends, “the overall focus of 

That They May Face the Rising Sun is not on this or that individual, so much as on the 

community as a whole [...] it insists on the community as the key to identity” (165). Joe 

Ruttledge does little farming alone, hauling the lambs and cattle to the mart with the help of 

Jamesie and Patrick Ryan, and caring for Jamesie’s animals when he is away. Gathering hay 

off the meadows takes on ceremonial importance for the locals as they work together to cut, 

bale and collect it before the rain. When Joe Ruttledge goes to help his oldest shorthorn deliver 

a calf he finds Jamesie already there with ropes in his pocket, having watched the cow through 

the evening on his own volition. Just as farming is central to a character’s identity in the 

community, a sense of community is inherent in the farming itself. This is not surprising in the 

idyllic version of rural Ireland in which men fish from the transport boxes of their tractors and 
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receive prices at the mart that send them to the pub to celebrate, even if such a portrayal does 

not accurately reflect the lived experiences of most actual farmers at the time of Rising Sun’s 

publication.  

McGahern, like Kavangah and McCabe, was a farmer himself and would have been 

acutely aware of the occupation’s less romantic side—and indeed wrote about the harsh 

circumstances it often occurs under in his previous work. Absent in Rising Sun is the irascible 

father-figure from The Dark (1965) who forces his children to pick potatoes in the rain at night 

with “wind numbing their faces”(27), or the “voluntary slavery” in the fields that Moran’s 

children experience in Amongst Women (65). The vital question, then, is why would McGahern 

participate in what Shirley Wong describes as the “aestheticization of the brutal realities of 

agricultural labor” (155)?   

As critics have often pointed out, Rising Sun is more about a way of life than actual 

characters. While there are indications that small agriculture and its lifestyle in the novel are 

on the cusp of changing, McGahern the writer is aware that it has already been lost. It can be 

argued that the acknowledgment of this loss is represented in the novel’s language and form. 

A passiveness pervades both the exposition and the characters in the novel. Instead of using 

active verbs, McGahern writes “Tea was made. Milk and several spoons of sugar were added 

to the tea and stirred” (italics added, 8). In the same way, Kate never takes the opportunity to 

assert herself in any way, and Ruttledge is less a protagonist than a “conduit through which the 

novel is narrated” (Maher 288). There is little overt conflict in the plot, as if the characters are 

more concerned with maintaining their static existence than actively moving forward to meet 

whatever might lay ahead. A tone of resignation and a general sense of limitedness encapsulates 

the storytelling, suggesting that life based on small agriculture in Ireland—and the cultural 

value it provides—is not just disappearing, but is already assumed dead at the time of writing. 

McGahern knows it is too late to save an older Ireland in which the priest kept cattle and farm 
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labour was communal, and therefore has no use for making an exhortatory claim that social 

realism may have afforded. Bjartur, on the other hand, is forward and brutish because he still 

has something left to fight for, unlike the passive Rutteledge.  

Yet, considering his unflinching and unadorned portrayal of rural Ireland in his previous 

novels, it is unlikely that Rising Sun is a work of unabashed nostalgia. Instead, it is important 

not to consider solely McGahern the writer, but McGahern the farmer-author, and to keep in 

mind that his concerns as an individual were likely both literary and agricultural. He would 

have been acutely aware of the changes made to farmgate pricing in the EU, as well as the type 

of productivist farming it was starting to create. Gerald Lynch suggests that “McGahern in That 

They May Face the Rising Sun is set on a simultaneous eulogy and recovery project, 

ambitiously colouring his bucolic world in as favourable tints as he ever dared—showing what 

remains valuable, what is worth remembering into the precarious future” (162). However, 

Lynch, like many other critics, has likely overlooked the vital detail that the farming in this 

novel has been written about by someone who has farmed. Considering this fact, it is fair to 

suggest that McGahern’s final novel is not just a retrieval of a lost Ireland, but more specifically 

serves for him as a still-life of the social capital small agriculture provided, to be used as a 

contrast against future farming narratives and the isolationism and economic difficulties that 

would be portrayed in them. McGahern wants it to be clear is worth remembering as Irish 

agriculture moves to a new age, and that is the sense of identity and community achieved by 

family farming. 

  If McGahern is celebrating the Irish bucolic countryside in its waning hours, Laxness 

is proving that it never existed in Iceland before his time, delivering his concerns for both the 

nation and its agriculture in an anti-idyll. Independent People starts not at the time of Bjartur, 

but at the first settlement of Iceland, in which the Irish sorcerer Kolumkilli puts a curse on the 

same valley in which Bjartur will eventually try to raise sheep. At the start of this long epic it 
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is made fairly evident that our protagonist will meet his demise, as the curse states that those 

in that valley “would never prosper here, and more in the same spirit, much of which has since, 

to all appearances, been fulfilled” (3). We are given a brief history of other men who have 

failed to establish themselves on that piece of ground throughout the centuries, suggesting that 

Bjartur’s fate has long been sealed. Laxness, growing up on a farm himself, wants to make it 

evident that the conditions Icelandic farming occurs under doom it from the start, such curses 

perhaps being analogous to the political circumstances at the time of its writing. While the 

wealthy wife of the Bailiff tries to convince the peasants “of the value of country idyll or of the 

delight implicit in living and dying on a farm” (16), the ironic fallacy of this pastoral ideology 

is repeatedly rendered hollow by the accounts of the crofters themselves and the harsh realities 

they face. Hay-making looks much different in Independent People than in Rising Sun, as 

Bjartur’s children vomit from exhaustion before beginning their 16-hour days during which 

they often work through heavy rain without adequate clothing (210-211). Even in pleasant 

weather the ground beneath them is often soggy and makes for a disagreeable place to toil. The 

scene ends with an authorial intrusion stating that “Great is the tyranny of mankind” (211). It 

appears that Laxness faults mankind for the difficulties of farming instead of its inherent nature, 

especially considering that Bjartur was destined to fail regardless. This tyranny, particularly in 

light of Laxness’ socialist activism at the time of writing Independent People, is likely to be 

political in nature.  

Despite the fact that rural Iceland in the early 20th century was a much more difficult 

place to survive and maintain a livelihood in than late 20th century Ireland, farming is an act in 

Independent People that occurs much more in insolation than with the benefit of the 

community. If Summerhouse wasn’t geographically isolated enough from both neighbours and 

a town, Bjartur further detaches himself through his drive to be an independent man who never 

has to rely on anyone else. When he states that “my farm is the world” he does so not only out 
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of admiration for it and placing it at the centre of his existence, but in scorn for everything 

outside of his holdings (384). His valuing of such independence from other people, however, 

comes at a severe detriment to his family. There is no one at the croft to assist his first wife 

when she dies in childbirth, and when his teenage daughter leaves the croft for the first time on 

her way to town she is “overwhelmed by the prospect of such infinity. It was as if she had come 

to the edge of the world” (191). This seclusion and the naiveté that results from it leaves his 

daughter particularly vulnerable, allowing her to be raped and impregnated in the croft by a 

visiting teacher. At the end of the novel when Bjartur claims “The strongest man is he who 

stands alone”, it is with the blatant irony of having lost two wives and potentially all of his 

children due to his insistence on being a self-made man (386). Bjartur is the lone man in the 

meadow, and by his own choosing. 

Setting aside Bjartur’s blind stubbornness, the other crofters make it clear that small 

agriculture is a quarantined existence, in large part on account of its economics. Not only would 

a farmer in Independent People typically live far from his nearest neighbour in the sparsely 

populated Icelandic countryside, but would find it difficult to afford additional labour or seek 

help from other farmers who are struggling themselves. Einar of Undirhlith declares: “Your 

landed farmers can say what they like as far as I’m concerned […] but it’s a dog’s life without 

some lusty lout or other to lend you a hand. And always will be. It’s starvation, physical and 

spiritual. And it always will be” (55-56). Another farmer, Olafur, complains of how difficult it 

is to have meaningful opinions when you’re “completely cut off from all cultural 

communications with the outside world” (280). In the face of trying to survive on small 

holdings the farmers in Independent People have little opportunity to assist each other or 

entertain visits, most of the latter happening only on special events such as weddings and 

funerals. 
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Independent People is an epic that delivers in painstaking detail the dark realities of 

farming that McGahern deliberately ignores. More than simply writing a misery tale, Laxness 

wants to make it clear what is at stake for Icelandic agriculture in the thirties and therefore is 

motivated to produce a work of social realism. Fredric Jameson suggests that social realism 

has often been the vehicle of political intent:  

The possibilities of a literature which is at one and the same time a political intervention 

have traditionally been predicated on an epistemological dimension: such literature 

shows us things we have never seen before, whose existence we have never suspected—

things which have possibly never been expressed or represented before in literature 

(2012, 477).  

Composing Independent People at a period in Icelandic history in which governmental 

intervention was needed to protect Icelandic farmers—themselves the protectors of the island’s 

identity—from the volatile markets in which they had no countervailing agency, it was likely 

important to Laxness to “show” the lived experience of the farmer with accuracy, particularly 

after the World War I boom and bust. There was still time to act influentially on his government 

and countrymen, and social realism allowed him the means to provide such a warning. 

According to the Árni Magnússon Institute for Icelandic Studies, social realism was the 

dominant form of Icelandic fiction from 1930-1950, with Laxness being the foremost 

practitioner during that time. Laxness is noted as the paramount influence on the next 

generation of writers, who often “dealt with the ‘little people’ of society and their unjust 

treatment” (“Literature of the 19. and 20. Century”). The Institute also notes that Independent 

People drew significant criticism on the island at the time of its publication for its “harsh” 

treatment of the Icelandic farming culture, some believing it portrayed Bjartur’s way of life too 

roughly. Nonetheless, if Laxness—who, again, had grown up on a farm himself—did 

exaggerate, this can be inferred as, using Jameson’s words, a “political intervention”. Laxness 
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sought to present, in no uncertain terms, the dangerous effects of the productivist agriculture 

practiced on the island at the time of his writing.  

 It is also worth suggesting that the geographical, or at least economical-geographical 

location of Iceland may have also affected the narrative form of Independent People. The 

Warwick Research Collective contends that literature from the periphery and semi-periphery 

regions often exhibit “irrealist” tendencies, which they define as irregularities in storytelling 

techniques such as anti-linear plot lines or meta-narratorial devices. In Combined and Uneven 

Development, they suggest that “these formal features appear in the literary tests we examine 

as a result of the author’s self-conscious conversation with, and deployment of, relevant formal 

properties of adjacent forms (often non-literary) within their local or regional cultural ecology” 

(p.52). Laxness’ “self-conscious” conversation becomes apparent in the previously mentioned 

authorial intrusions, calling Iceland “our country” (364) and pondering “Great is the tyranny 

of mankind” (211). It is as if Laxness is stopping the narrative to muse to himself, or perhaps 

align himself with the reader against the oppressive forces brought about by the European 

markets. Such moments create somewhat puzzling deviations from the social realism they are 

embedded in. In addition, Independent People is written with an affected, non-standard 

grammar in the original Icelandic, further exhibiting conscious irrealist tendencies. According 

to the Warwick Research Collective, such choices—whether purposeful or not—are part of a 

resistance to a hegemonic core, in this case mainland Europe. They become small moments of 

assertion derived from the tension of being tamped or overshadowed by larger forces.  
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6. Ireland after McGahern 

 

Irish farming is steadily and inevitably becoming something the Ruttledges would not have 

recognized. The 2010 EU Agricultural Censes showed only a slight restructuring of Irish 

agriculture from 2000 (a 1.2% decrease in number of holdings and 4.0% increase in size of 

farms), and the Central Statistics Office Farm Structure Survey suggested an additional 1.7% 

loss of dairy farms from 2010 to 2016. These numbers are neither staggering nor alarming on 

their own. Nonetheless, the farmgate price for milk in Ireland, for example, varied wildly since 

the phased removal of milk quotas that began in 2005. In 2016, not represented in current 

structural data, farms received less than half the income of the year before (Cadogen), and a 

current worldwide surplus of milk has recently depressed international markets. The results of 

the 2020 census are expected to be much more dramatic, as many farms that tried to persist 

through lower farmgate prices eventually found that they could no longer do so. More than half 

of Irish farmers are over 55 years of age (Central Statistics Office). The younger generation 

that is looking to remain in the industry has been forced to expand to survive minimal profit 

margins.  

 According to the Warwick Research Collective’s understanding that economic 

geography can be deconstructed into “cores” and “peripheries”, contemporary Ireland shares a 

notable likeness to the post World War I Iceland that Laxness was writing about. Agriculture 

in Iceland was largely fitted for domestic markets before expanding production to take 

advantage of what proved to be a brief export potential. What resulted was a volatility that was 

not moderated until the island returned to a protectionist domestic agricultural policy. 

Likewise, Ireland had to forfeit its restrictions on imports when joining the EU in 1973 and 

continue in step with the EU’s trend towards greater market orientation, even if Ireland didn’t 

profit equally with other nations (European Commission, “Ireland in the EU”). The result is 
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that farmers in Ireland, a semi-periphery nation, have their farmgate pricing determined by the 

core mainland that does not practice grass-based rotational grazing farming in agriculture, but 

instead generally utilizes high-production concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs). 

As a result, it can be argued that certain aspects of EU policy—most specifically the 

encouragement of producing a greater level of commodity—does not suit Ireland as much as it 

would other large agricultural nations, as it is not only more difficult to increase acreage 

ownership in Ireland, but more land and labour is required to improve production in grass-

based farming.   

When read as a critique of productivst agriculture, Rising Sun becomes the first example 

of Irish writing that addresses the economic conditions faced by farmers as the result of EU 

policy decisions, and is predictive of the type of farm narratives to follow it. These new 

narratives tend to directly address the expansionist economic system they are couched in, an 

inclination that holds true across both fiction and film, and in differing genres. Billy O’Brien’s 

film Isolation (2005) offers a cheeky yet representative example. In Isolation, Dan, a down-

and-out Irish dairy farmer, is forced to allow a scientist to conduct an experiment on one of his 

cows in order to make a payment to the bank. The scientist is attempting to create a heifer that 

grows faster and can be bred quicker. Unfortunately, the cow births a calf that is already 

pregnant with killer foetuses inside it. One monstrous foetus slays all of Dan’s cows and most 

of the characters in the movie. In the end, the farmer must fight the foetus to the death, 

ultimately sacrificing his life.  

Although much less subtle than McGahern’s work, Isolation presents the current state 

of agriculture in Ireland as circumstances fitting for horror. The scientist, in attempting to 

produce a more economically valuable animal, is responding to the productivist needs of the 

current agricultural regime. A market-driven economy is less concerned with the social capital 

provided by small farmers and is instead focused on producing more meat, milk and fibre. The 
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farmer who has to find off-farm sources of income in order to survive and continue farming is 

an increasingly common occurrence in real life. While it is tragic, it is also felicitous that the 

artefact of new Irish farming, in this case a rabid calf foetus, kills the farmer that refuses (or is 

not able) to modify his idea of agriculture and expand his herd. Perhaps one of the most 

interesting considerations of the film is the title. Of all the terrors the farmer faces during the 

story, the one the film wants to draw our attention to is being alone. Unlike the Ruttledges, who 

entertain visitors more than actually farm, Dan is obligated by contract with the research 

company not to allow additional people on the premises. Given the state of his living 

conditions, however, it appears he is accustomed to a solitary existence. This is a theme that 

continues to re-emerge in recent Irish farm narratives, such as Gerard Barrett’s film Pilgrim 

Hill (2013), discussed below. 

The economic system under which Irish agriculture occurs not only drives the plot 

conditions of recent Irish narratives such as Isolation, but also affects the form of the 

storytelling. Much like in Independent People, in which the characters are also pitted against 

the detriments of productivist agriculture, Isolation displays irrealist tendencies in its 

storytelling. Billy O’Brien appears to be engaged in a stilted conversation regarding the present 

conditions of farming. Much of the dialogue in the film is latent with extra meaning that seems 

to speak to the circumstances of the family farm. Orla, the veterinarian, with whom the farmer 

was romantically involved, tells him “There’s no need for you”, and later, “I thought you could 

change”. Dan accuses the scientist of seeing his cows as only “fucking numbers”. It is difficult 

to miss the allusions to productivist agriculture, particularly the Butzian idea that good farmers 

adapt towards greater productivity, while the rest are found to be redundant. It is indeed unusual 

that an absurd horror film would seek to make such a commentary, and, according to the 

proposition put forth by the Warwick Research Collective, may be read as an act of resistance 
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against the European core markets that have ultimately created such difficult conditions for 

Irish farming. 

Despite the premise of the film, Isolation is not delivered with the conventions of a 

spoof. Instead, with the exception of the killer calf foetus, it casts itself much closer to an 

example of social realism like Independent People, being one of the most accurate portrayals 

of farming on the screen in recent decades. It is shot in an actual barn belayed with working 

tools, as well as a double-herringbone milking parlour. Avoiding a common sin in presenting 

farming in movies, Dan drives a type of tractor that would be appropriate to the time and style 

of farming, and one of the scenes takes place in an actual slurry pit. Perhaps the only inaccuracy 

in the film production is that we see only a handful of cows on the farm. In fact, the only part 

of the movie that arguably separates it from the conventions of social realism is indeed the 

killer calf foetus. The Warwick Research Collective suggests that such devices are common in 

“the world of the semi-periphery, in which ‘local’ and ‘global’ forces come  together in 

conflictual and unsteady flux” (67). In trying to find a metaphor for the confrontation of the 

“local”—the lived experience of a small Irish dairy farmer, and the “global”—the productivist 

agricultural regime promoted by the European Union, O’Brien implies that the intersection of 

two such unresolvable dynamics could only result in something monstrous and destructive. The 

unsightly calf foetus ultimately stands as a symbol of the faceless and shapeless legislation in 

the EU that has led to the demise of the family Irish farm. 

While farcical, Isolation is a demonstrative example of the farmer attempting to 

maintain his previous lifestyle in the face of banks, lawyers, larger farms and detrimental 

financial conditions attempting to seize it from him. The economics of farming in Ireland have 

filtered into current farm narratives with a conspicuous intensity, and are sometimes directly 

addressed. In Belinda McKeon’s Solace (2011), Mark Casey struggles to establish his own life 

while dealing with his father Tom’s expectation for him to contribute to the farm. The family 
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is beset by tragedy as a car accident claims Mark’s girlfriend and mother. While Mark struggles 

to carry on with his young daughter, his father continues farming as he had before. Tom never 

fails to call on weekends to ask if Mark can help on the farm, even as Mark suspects his father 

recognizes the futility of his involvement: “Nor, Mark knew, did his father honestly think that 

farming offered any kind of future. Especially on the small scale on which he farmed, it was 

impossible to make a living from it” (28). Later, when considering what he knows about 

farming himself, Mark states “you sold your animals, and you bought new ones, and you 

bought new machinery, and maybe you bought new land, and you expanded, you extended” 

(30). The novel directly addresses the productivist attitude that has been encouraged by recent 

EU agricultural policies, suggesting that the romantic days of the small, diverse holdings are 

over. By the end of the novel Tom sells all his assets in order to buy the newest models of large 

tractors, even though he now has nothing to farm. “You have to keep up” the dealer assures 

him, and Mark’s father agrees, even though it is clear that he is not in a sound state of mind 

(263). The tractors sit in the shed, useless and quickly depreciating. This grand symbolic act 

suggests the futility and ultimate cost of attempting to remain on the productivist treadmill.  

 Solace is, among other things, a story of a family farm feeling the pressure of changing 

times. Farming is no less important to Mark’s father than it is to the characters in McGahern’s 

pastoral, even if Tom had a son who resisted the lifestyle. For Mark’s father, the farm was “his 

life, and its daily rituals and daily difficulties were like oxygen to him” (27-28). In addition to 

the farm being a means of selfhood for the farmer and a way in which he can negotiate the 

world, however, there are now also forces that seek to take his farm from him. While many of 

these threats are rather latent in the plot and are generally delivered by Mark’s understanding 

of farming, it is implicit that if age and grief did not force Mark’s father to stop farming, the 

new nature of farming would have. Not only would the small size of his holdings prevent 
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Mark’s father from being able to farm with the large tractors, but it would be a different kind 

of agriculture than that which is his “succour” and “centre” (256).  

Solace chronicles the end of a Wendell Berry-style vision in Ireland. For Berry, the 

most successful and responsible farming occurs when the same piece of land is kept in the 

family. As Jeffrey Filipiak suggests, “Berry argued that much of what a traditional farmer 

applied in everyday life was information developed by previous generations. Such knowledge 

was situated, in part, in inherited practices that could not be told, analyzed, or even demarcated” 

(184). On the very first page of Solace Tom takes his infant granddaughter to the edge of the 

meadow and “shows” her how the baling process was completed. Although it is largely 

symbolic, our first look at Irish agriculture is of farming knowledge being passed on to the next 

generation, which is one of the hallmarks of family agriculture and what may be lost in 

productivist farming, which tends to disrupt the genetic inheritance of land.  

In Solace, however, the family farm—and the consubstantiality that comes with it—

gets traded for large new tractors. The showroom from which Tom buys the tractors is 

compared to Knock by the dealer, a holy site in County Mayo at which it is alleged that in 1879 

locals saw an apparition of Mary, Joseph and John the Evangelist (Carpenter 102). Here again, 

much like in Rising Sun and Independent People, farming is closely linked to religion. 

However, given the fact that in the modern era the miracle at Knock is often met with 

scepticism and that some express feeling put off by the chintzy religious memorabilia sold on 

its grounds, it can be assumed that these large tractors represent less “a way of being in the 

world” than a cheap or cynical replacement of such consubstantiality in farming.  

These mammoth machines, which allow for more proficient and largescale production, 

stand as symbols of the new agriculture that has taken over the European Union. Berry suggests 

that “people are joined to the land by work. Land, work, people and community are all 
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comprehended in the idea of culture” (2002, 189). In Solace, Tom insists that “he knew what 

work was” (95), as it is not only the central part of his day but also his coping mechanism when 

faced by tragedy. These tractors reduce the amount of labour needed on a farm, and as Berry 

would contend, this adds to the family farmer’s dispossession from the land. (Berry himself 

often suggested that horses were more appropriate to use than tractors). In this case, the tractors 

contribute to the Caseys’ downfall in an extremely poignant and permanent way, as Tom sells 

his farm in order to purchase them. The emblematic passing of agricultural knowledge at the 

start of the narrative cannot be realized following its conclusion. Given the way that larger, 

more advanced equipment interfered with the lived experience of the small farmer, perhaps 

Ruttledge was right to be wary of them in Rising Sun.     

 It is becoming increasingly difficult to find examples, such as Isolation and Solace, in 

which an Irish farm serves as a location for a setting, let alone stories with farmers as central 

characters. As farms disappear from the countryside, so does the agricultural existence in 

fiction and films set in rural Ireland. Farming has a minimal presence in the first two novels by 

Donal Ryan, The Spinning Heart (2012) and The Thing About December (2013), Ryan being a 

writer who, like McGahern, has become recognized as a chronicler of rural Irish life. In The 

Spinning Heart one of the 21 narrators briefly describes the farm he grew up on and associates 

it with his father’s repressive actions, while in The Thing About December an intellectually 

disabled son remains on the farm after his parents’ death without the capability to run it. So, 

too, is the farm off-screen in Anne Griffin’s When All is Said (2019), in which an old farmer 

recounts his life at a bar in the Rainsford House Hotel. One of the few examples of what might 

qualify as a farm narrative may be Claire Keegan’s short novel Foster (2010). The plot follows 

a young girl’s brief stay with a farming couple named the Kinsellas, and through the eyes of a 

child the farm begins to take on shades of the pastoral. Nonetheless, it is made evident that the 

unnamed narrator’s father is struggling to succeed at farming himself, and it is eventually 
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revealed that the Kinsellas once had a son who drowned in a slurry pit. It appears that as the 

profitability of small farms decline—and therefore also the presence of these farms in the Irish 

countryside—so does the number of stories about them.3       

 

7. Icelandic Agriculture Today 

 

Not accounting for climatic challenges throughout the history of its settlement, Icelandic 

agriculture has remained a largely stable venture. In 2009 the average dairy farm had thirty-

five cows and generally included additional sheep and horses (“Icelandic Agricultural Statistics 

2009”). As mentioned before, the herd size is marginally increasing due to the milking robot. 

Because of the stable farmgate prices, not only does the Icelandic farm provide an average 

standard of living, but tends to use technology that is not economically feasible in major 

agricultural nations. In many newer holdings the cows are milked without the farmer, the calves 

are fed automatically, and a robot scrapes the manure from the alleys every two hours. While 

Mark in Solace returns to the farm on weekends out of guilt, farming is held in high 

consideration in Icelandic society, witnessed by the public’s general willingness to support it 

with subsidies, as well as the fact that many Icelandic farms have remained in the same family 

for several centuries. Due to Icelandic law, it is very difficult to change the name of a farm, 

and as a result many of the holdings can be traced back to the sagas written in the thirteenth 

 
3 It should be pointed out, however, that while it has become difficult to find Irish farm narratives in fiction and 

film during the last few decades, there has been a recent surge in nonfiction related to Irish agriculture. Examples 

in the year 2018 alone include Till the Cows Come Home by Lorna Sixsmith, Falling for a Farmer by Maura 

McElhone and John Connell’s The Cow Book, which became one of the year’s best selling Irish books in Ireland. 

It is difficult to arrive at a definite cause for the greater number of farming-related titles in nonfiction, whether the 

reason is as simple as the presence of a larger nonfiction market in the publishing industry, or if the upsurge is in 

response to the general public’s curiosity about an industry it is increasingly unfamiliar with. 
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century. The family farm is woven tightly into the Icelandic people’s understanding of their 

past and their present. 

In regard to the Warwick Research Collective’s assertion that a world literature system 

tends to be organised along a capitalistic correlation of dominating cores and resistant 

peripheries, modern Iceland has done something rather unique in regards to farming in the 

Western World: it has removed itself from all such relationships. Two specific and principal 

political decisions account for this, especially regarding agriculture. The first was to prevent 

the volatile farmgate pricing chronicled in Independent People by completely detaching the 

island from outside markets. The Icelandic government continues to set the farmgate price 

based on domestic demand, prohibiting the import of most agricultural products—unless it is 

deemed necessary because of supply needs. In addition, Iceland only seeks to export a limited 

number of specific dairy products, the most notable of them being skyr. Unlike other 

agricultural nations, Iceland only produces food for itself and controls its agricultural 

production accordingly. Second, more recently, is the decision not to join the European Union. 

Unlike Ireland, Iceland does not have to compete with other European nations that have more 

propensity to expand production, nor is its agricultural policy governed from abroad. In 

isolating itself, Iceland has refused to participate in global economic relationships. Its 

contemporary farm narratives, in fiction and film, reflect the sustainability that resulted from 

these decisions, and demonstrate specific qualities that exhibit its divergence from Irish farm 

narratives. 

Recent Icelandic farm narratives demonstrate an economic stability that is not present 

in Irish farming, as well as an awareness of the culture and personal identity to be derived from 

agriculture. Bergsveinn Birgisson’s Reply to a Letter from Helga, nominated for the 2012 

Nordic Council’s Literature Prize, chronicles how innately connected the Icelandic farmer is 

to his farm and how difficult it is to remove him from it. Bjarni, now an old man, writes to his 
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past love Helga to explain why he couldn’t leave his farm and follow her to Reykjavík. When 

they were younger they had lived on neighbouring farms and were married to other people. 

Rumours spread, incited by Bjarni and Helga’s closeness and jealously over Helga’s beauty, 

which suggested that Bjarni and Helga were having an affair. The infidelity eventually comes 

to fruition, with Helga bearing Bjarni’s child. Helga asks Bjarni to start a new life with her in 

the city, but he finds that as much as he loves Helga, he cannot separate himself from the 

autonomy and selfhood that farming provides. 

Birgisson’s novel is as much a love letter to farming as his character’s writing is to his 

old flame. The pastoral celebration found in McGahern’s Rising Sun is brazenly magnified in 

Reply to a Letter from Helga. One of the first things that Bjarni writes to Helga is that “everyone 

has a door. And everyone wants to let his inner person out that door. And my door—it’s the 

old one on my departed father’s sheep shed” (2). He feels entirely in tune with his agricultural 

setting, being able to “read the snort in a bull’s nostrils” and “having felt the natural will of 

[his] livestock encompass and invigorate [him]” (95). The idyllic elements of the rural lifestyle 

are presented without irony and left unchallenged. Also similar to Rising Sun is the notion that 

characters’ morality is linked to the way they farm. Helga’s husband Hallgrímur is condemned 

for providing little affection to Helga, as well as the fact that “he wasn’t much of a farmer” 

(22). On the other hand, it is made clear that Unnur, Bjarni’s wife, was generally a good person 

who was beset by difficult circumstances. “She was a fit farmwoman and was tremendously 

good at distinguishing sheep” (15), but she is caught beating the cow when she finds out that 

she is barren and cannot have Bjarni’s children. Bjarni appears to be more upset at Unnur’s 

reaction than the context that caused it. 

Bjarni’s romance for both Helga and the farm are so intense that they eventually merge 

into one. In describing the local geography he talks of “the boundary between farms, and 

therefore the boundary between us” (23). Bjarni sensually gropes a sheep’s body in checking 
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its conformation, eventually leading to him touching Helga’s breast. Months later when they 

do consummate their longing it is in a barn, after having dipped the sheep. In the weeks that 

follow Bjarni sees Helga’s sexuality transposed against the farm. “Your loins are silhouetted 

against the hay trough. Your breasts are tossed about in the hay. Your blissful moans resound 

in the silo. Your eyes are in the pleading, hungry eyes of the ewes” (38). So closely linked are 

Bjarni’s passions that he is driven to satiate his desire for Helga by having intercourse with a 

sheep. Unlike in many current Irish farm narratives, it is not the difficulties of agriculture that 

beleaguer the characters, but the difficulty in giving it up. 

Instead of being substituted for religion, as happens in Rising Sun and Independent 

People, the farm here replaces romantic love. Bjarni is so integrated into the consubstantiality 

of farming that it is the only way he can negotiate a sexual relationship. In so much as being a 

farmer is the way that Bjarni views himself, he understands his connection with Helga in much 

the same terms. The handling of Helga’s sheep soon leads to sexual tension that is quickly 

fulfilled. Her beauty reminds him of “freshly mown hayfields” (33), and afterwards, Helga 

herself comments that “such things happen on the best of farms”, (37) as if the infidelity is 

merely an agricultural setback. Later, he compares himself to his best ram that he brings to 

breed Helga’s sheep, and in taking on the ram’s purpose, he impregnates Helga. Helga herself 

he suggests is “young and naked, like a new tractor” (58). To extricate his shame after 

copulating with a sheep he kills the animal and dumps the body in the bay, but does so in sight 

of Helga’s silo.  

The Icelander’s fierce independence in connection with agriculture is still a part of the 

nation’s film culture. Rúnar Rúnarsson’s 2010 short film Síðasti bærinn (The Last Farm) was 

nominated for the Academy Award for Live Action Short Film and won many other accolades 

at subsequent film festivals. Hrafn, an old farmer living in the Westfjords, is meant to move 

into a retirement home in a few days with his wife. It is apparent that this is not going to occur 
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when he lays down in bed next to her dead body. He keeps her death a secret by preventing his 

children from visiting and the deliveryman from entering the house. After digging a grave for 

his wife, he backs up a dump truck full of dirt and lays down next to her. He then pulls a cord 

that activates the hydraulic lifts, burying himself with his wife.  

Although the farm itself is in the background of this short piece and we are left to 

wonder at the particulars of the work Hrafn engaged in, it does echo the stubbornness of 

Laxness’ Bjartur in remaining on the farm at all costs. Hrafn sought to challenge the natural 

laws of aging with the only means left to him. When the deliveryman mentions that he caught 

the last two stray sheep on his farm in preparation for winter, Hrafn replies “I bet they thought 

they escaped the slaughterhouse”.  The line suggests that no one evades death, not even Hrafn 

and his wife—the two remaining “strays” in an isolated part of the island—but Hrafn will meet 

it on his own terms. This determination of the Icelander not to be separated from his farm, and 

the agency to fulfil that desire, may be part of the reason that so many Icelandic farms have 

remained in the same family for so long.  

As evidenced in Reply to a Letter by Helga and The Last Farm, the nature of the 

contemporary Icelandic farm narrative looks increasingly different to those found in Ireland. 

In Ireland, the central conflict tends to revolve around someone trying to take a farmer’s 

lifestyle away from him, whether it is financial institutions or mutated calf foetuses. With little, 

if any, economic instability found in the Icelandic farmer’s experience, however, plots can 

instead focus on the relationship between a farmer and his farm. It can explore the manner in 

which a farm may affect one’s autonomy, and in the case of the examples considered above, 

what the cost of that autonomy might be. In Hér [Children in the Reindeer Woods] (2004) by 

Kristín Ómarsdóttir, the Icelander’s intense desire to remain on the farm is once again 

exampled by a soldier who shoots all of a farm’s inhabitants during a military invasion (except 

for a small girl) and then takes up residency on the farmstead to try his hand at agriculture. 
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Essentially, in Icelandic farm narratives there is room to consider farming as a cultural activity, 

and how that activity may be placed in the context of a larger society. In another novel by 

Bergsveinn Birgisson, Handbók um hugarfar kúa [Handbook on a Cow´s Mentality] (2009), a 

cultural scientist discovers that the means to comprehend and evaluate society is through first 

understanding cows. Also, because the farm holds an integrated and honoured place in 

Icelandic society, it is not surprising that it often serves as the natural backdrop for crime 

fiction, such as in Arnaldur Indriðason's Furðustrandir [Strange Shores] (2010), or in historical 

dramas like Hér liggur skáld [Here is a Poet] (2012) by Thorarinn Eldjarn and much of the 

work by the internationally recognized Sjon. Also largely absent in these narratives are the 

irrealist tendencies exampled in Independent People and more recent Irish narratives such as 

Isolation.4 It is interesting to note that an island known for a vibrant experimental music scene 

now typically engages in fairly conventional storytelling techniques in its fiction and film.  

 

8. A Comparison in Film 

 

Perhaps the present difference in Irish and Icelandic agriculture is best analysed through the 

consideration of two recent analogous films: Pilgrim Hill (2013) by Irish director Gerard 

Barrett and Hrútar (Rams) by Grímur Hákonarson in 2015. In both films a disease forces the 

farmers to eradicate their herds, forfeiting the sole source of their identity. The way in which 

these farmers approach this challenge, however, is different, as is the portrayal of agriculture 

on the screen. 

 
4 Although there are many Icelandic farm narratives that get published in Icelandic—likely more farm narratives 
than in any other Western nation—very few of them get translated to English or German. This is the result of a 
significant demand for Icelandic crime fiction in countries such as Germany or the UK (despite the fact that little 
crime actually occurs in Iceland). It can perhaps be argued that in the export of fiction the hegemonic influence 
of Europe is affecting the state of literature in Iceland.  
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Pilgrim Hill, shot in the style of a documentary, follows the story of middle-aged farmer 

Jimmie Walsh as he tends to his small dairy herd in rural Ireland. The first dialogue occurs 

after five minutes into the film, and his first remark comments on how lonely farming can be. 

He has little interaction with anyone during the course of his day. Even when he takes a calf to 

the auction we see him peeking through a small window to the ring and the surrounding stands, 

clearly a man outside looking in, even in the company of other farmers. The one visitor he has, 

likely a younger cousin, admonishes him: “Don’t be so bleak, man”. Walsh eventually receives 

a notice that the calf he sent to market has tested positive with tuberculosis, and after laboratory 

results confirm that his entire herd is infected, he is forced to destroy his cattle. The last image 

is of an empty farm, and Walsh stating that he “has no prospects”. 

In Rams, Gummi shares a sheep farm in rural Iceland with his brother, whom he hasn’t 

spoken to in forty years. They maintain separate flocks, and compete against each other in the 

local show. Gummi discovers that his brother’s prize ram has scrapie, an incurable disease. 

Gummi alerts the veterinary association, and as a result all of the sheep in the valley must be 

culled. The local sheep farmers get together and share their despair. “Why not just take us too 

and finish the job?” they complain. In the end they agree to allow their sheep to be destroyed 

and begin farming again once the two-year ban has been completed. Gummi, however, has a 

secret: he has hidden a handful of sheep in his basement. 

The opening shots of each film immediately indicate the differences in how their 

respective agricultures are viewed. Our first look at Jimmie Walsh is of him running his hands 

through his hair, expressing his exasperation before bending down again to erect a fence (which 

he is inside of, as if penned). The idyllic elements of McGahern are clearly absent as Walsh 

takes the cows through the mud and into his dilapidated barn. Rams, however, starts with a 

wide angle of a figure of a sheep and a man walking towards each other. We do not yet know 

who they are, but are given the suggestion that against the barren landscape of the island, man 
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and sheep are meant to be together. It is the fulfilment of Bjartur’s vision, and likely how he 

would have liked his own story to begin. The film already indicates a more positive perception 

of farming as opposed to what is seen in the Irish narrative.  

In addition, although the landscape of Iceland is more desolate and remote than in 

Ireland, it is the Irish farmer that is the most isolated. “I don’t think people realize how lonely 

farming can be […] it’s kind of hard to have a social life”, Jimmie states. “The only company 

you have are a few cattle, and they don’t respond much […] it does get lonely.”  Jimmie’s 

experience reflects that of Dan in Isolation, in which social seclusion is marked as a trait of the 

occupation. When Jimmie goes to the local pub he sits in the corner alone, not conversing with 

anyone there. Perhaps worse, on the drive home he is pulled over by the authorities and given 

a breathalyser test. Even though he passes and is not charged with driving while intoxicated, it 

feels as if he is being punished for leaving the farm. While Jimmie Walsh’s lifestyle has 

separated him from the others around him, even other farmers, a much more innate sense of 

community is expressed in Rams. The farmers attend various social functions together and, like 

the Ruttledges and their neighbours, tend to visit each other frequently. Eventually they make 

the decision together to destroy their herds. Even though they have different opinions, they 

conclude: “It is very important for us to stand together now”.   

Before the awards are given at the sheep show in Rams, a speech is delivered that seems 

like it could have been lifted from Independent People verbatim: “In this nation, none have 

played a larger role in our survival through ice and fire […] mankind’s saviour and friend for 

a thousand years, all year round, in joy and disharmony, sheep are woven into our farmers’ 

work and being”. While the sentiment has remained the same since the change in Icelandic 

agricultural policy, the difference is now that such lines can be delivered without irony, 

knowing that a belief in agriculture is not likely to lead to one’s ruin. The film recognizes that 

farming is still inherent to the national identity of Iceland, whereas such a celebration of 
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agriculture is markedly absent from Pilgrim Hill. Instead of sharing in a nationally valued act, 

Jimmie Walsh is treated like a man personally accosted for his years of toil. When told his 

cows have TB he responds “This isn’t my fault. Spill it?  My milk?  It’s all I’ve got.” He is left 

feeling like he has done something wrong, even though it was random circumstances that 

produced the disease. 

While a comparative study of the two narratives can also point to various economic 

indicators in the films that suggest that Icelandic agriculture is more profitable, such as the fact 

that Gummi has a newer and more advanced tractor, perhaps the most telling difference is how 

each farmer reacts to the news of losing his lifestyle. Even though they both start by crying in 

the bathtub, Gummi has more agency as a character, and proves it by defying the orders to kill 

all of his sheep. The movie ends with him and his brother driving the remainder of his flock 

through a snowstorm in order to take them to a mountain where they will be safe. Jimmie 

Walsh, on the other hand, while at first trying to block the hauler from entering his driveway, 

eventually gives in and allows his cattle to be taken. It appears that Icelandic agriculture has 

empowered Gummi more than Irish dairy farming has Jimmie.  

Both Pilgrim Hill and Rams are produced by small film industries placed on the 

periphery of Europe whose recent traditions become grounds on which the local meets the 

global, albeit in different ways. As seen in the work of Gerard Barrett and Billy O’Brien, the 

films themselves embody the site of this exchange, and it becomes a place of conflict. Jimmie 

Walsh’s experience of farming is different than it was for his father, as he must deal with lower 

farmgate prices due to EU legislation originating from Brussels. Patrick Brodie suggests that 

exploring such “combined and uneven development” is a distinguishable feature of recent Irish 

films: “Irish cultural production since the Celtic Tiger has frequently highlighted the 

paradoxical movement of globalisation on a course of (post)modernity during the late 1990s 

towards the (unevenly) homogenising forces of transnational exchange” (80). Although 
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specific agricultural policies are not addressed in Pilgrim Hill, they are felt in the lived 

experience of farming on the screen. At the time Pilgrim Hill would have been released, milk 

quotas were nearly phased out and Jimmie would be competing directly against other farmers 

in the EU, but without the ability to expand as much as those from the former Soviet bloc or 

participate in the higher-production style farming such as that found in Germany. Brodie goes 

on to specifically say of Pilgrim Hill: “the landscape is apportioned by globalised economic 

structures. However, Jimmy reaps no positive benefits from their existence, as he is forced into 

submission by external pressure” (85). While it is the random act of his cattle contracting 

tuberculosis that leads to Jimmie’s final defeat, the film demonstrates that the nature of 

contemporary Irish farming has been oppressing him all along. While Isolation chooses to 

embody the productivist agricultural regime as an absurd fiend, Pilgrim Hill allows it to remain 

abstract and off-screen, although no less of a threat. 

The contemporary Icelandic film tradition must also negotiate between the local and 

the global, but largely only in matters of production, and in a way that arguably helps bolster 

the presence of Icelandic culture in the world. Previous to the establishment of the Icelandic 

Film Fund in 1978, most Icelandic films were made for native audiences and had little concern 

for the international theatre. The number of films were few, and nearly always made for a loss. 

Since the establishment of the Film Fund, the state’s cultural policy has encouraged European 

co-production of films created in Iceland and the seeking of financial support from pan-

European funds. This cooperation with transnational forces within Iceland has allowed the 

country to produce a significantly disproportionate number of films in relation to its small 

population. Chronicler of Icelandic cinema Björn Nörðfjorð suggests that, concerning 

“indigenous cultural expressions” and participation from outside forces, “Indeed, for a small 

national cinema […] whose local productions cannot sustain an industry by themselves, a 

production partnership between the two could be said to be vital” (52). While, unlike Ireland, 
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Iceland has removed itself from the hegemonic forces of the agricultural markets, it has found 

a way to usefully engage them in bolstering its national cinema. This has allowed them to 

produce films, such as Rams, in which the central conflict in regards to farming is internal and 

found within the diegesis.  

 

9. Conclusion 

 

Iceland is a nation whose past and identity is closely bound to the figure of the farmer. The 

political imperative to support small-scale agriculture and the socioeconomic conditions 

connected to it was first demonstrated by its government’s decision to enact—and then expand 

on—a protectionist agricultural policy free of external markets, and then practised once more 

in Iceland’s decision to avoid EU accession. This veneration of farming is also reflected in the 

manner in which farming is presented in Icelandic literature, as well as the sheer volume of 

contemporary novels set on a farm.5 In Ireland, however, the examples of agriculture in fiction 

and film have been notably few since the EU has participated in a productivist agricultural 

regime and created economic circumstances that make it harder for the small farm to survive. 

The prominence that farming and the rural countryside once held in the Irish psyche can 

perhaps be represented by the longstanding presence it previously enjoyed on public television. 

Starting with The Riordans (1965-1979), followed by Bracken (1978-1982) and then ultimately 

Glenroe (1983-2001), the RTÉ broadcasting station presented the nuanced fictional accounts 

of rural and farming characters to a mainstream audience. Irish farmers enjoyed the validation 

that comes with seeing their occupations dramatized for the public and experiencing their 

 
5 I consulted Forlagið, Iceland’s largest publisher, and Borgarbókasafn Reykjavíkur, the Reykjavik Public Library, 
on examples of “Icelandic novels written after 1995 that significantly include a farm”. Between them, a list of 
over 50 titles was produced, with the assurance that there are many more novels out there that they couldn’t 
immediately recall. See appendix note “Icelandic Farm Novels 1995-2018” on page 273. 
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viewpoint reflected back to them. Now, however, agriculture has not only disappeared from 

narratives meant to have mass appeal such as soap operas, but examples in film such as 

Isolation and Pilgrim Hill do not enjoy a high degree of availability. Compared to Iceland, 

novels set on farms in Ireland are becoming increasingly rare. The loneliness of farming 

illustrated in Pilgrim Hill becomes magnified when farmers cannot turn to contemporary media 

to see their livelihoods exemplified and given meaning.  

While the prominent examples of contemporary Irish farm narratives are centred on 

small farms struggling to persist under threat, it remains to be seen what stories will look like 

when these farms are gone. There is little debate that Ireland’s future farms will be significantly 

larger and employ more hired labour. One must wonder if a related fictional character’s 

autonomy can be anchored so deeply by a farm when the farming feels more like a business 

than a lifestyle. Will writers address largescale agriculture, or will the Irish farm narrative die 

with the Irish family farm? Will there still be farm narratives when there is no one left to 

worship at the cathedral of the shed? In the United States, where agricultural expansion 

occurred much sooner and on a grander scale, there are not presently any novels set on 

thousand-cow dairy farms or sprawling hog confinements. Despite a large proportion of the 

nation’s surface still being dedicated to agriculture, it is difficult to find fictional treatments 

illustrating it. While land restrictions will keep the average Irish farm from growing in such 

degree, a continued decline in its presence in literature may very well be inevitable.  

Placing Rising Sun and Independent People in a world literature system differentiated 

by capitalistic relationships allows these novels to be paired by McGahern’s and Laxness’ 

agricultural knowledge and awareness of the consequences of expansionist agriculture. 

Together they suggest the costs of small semi-periphery islands not being able to extricate 

themselves from Europe’s hegemonic markets, and the cultural value that is lost for both the 

individual and the nation as an outcome of the resulting expansionist farming. What’s more, 



                                                                                                                                                        Critical Section  

65 
 

the authors’ concerns are as relevant today as they were at publication. McGahern celebrates 

and mourns the passing of an autonomy-granting, community-based agriculture that 

strengthened rural communities. What is left of McGahern’s farming is exponentially 

disappearing. Every year there are fewer Ruttledges left. After World War I Laxness sent a 

warning to his country through a work of social realism that detailed the struggles of farmers 

when forced to participate in European markets. Perhaps it is his counsel that underlies 

Iceland’s decision to persist in keeping its agricultural industry isolated from outside influence. 

Perhaps, too, he will be the writer the Icelanders will continue to go back to in grappling with 

the idea of EU accession. Regardless, as small-scale farming continues to disappear around the 

world, recognizing the resistance to expansionist agricultural policies in these kinds of 

narratives will only become more imperative.   

In the last few decades the agriculture portrayed in Icelandic farm narratives has looked 

more like that of Rising Sun, in which the act of farming is communal, personally defining and 

autonomy-granting. By enacting a protectionist agricultural policy that includes milk quotas 

and basing farmgate pricing on internal demand, Icelandic agriculture has become one of the 

most stable farming communities in the world. In turn, in stories such as Reply to a Letter from 

Helga, The Last Farm, and Rams it becomes virtually impossible to remove the farmer from 

the farm. Irish farm narratives, however, become the site of explicit conflict in which the local 

meets the global as Irish farmers must face the difficult economic conditions brought about by 

present EU agricultural policy. As a reaction to the EU’s hegemonic influence, Irish narratives 

often contain “irrealist” tendencies, such as, in the case of Isolation, stilted dialogue and an 

absurd premise for a monster. Recent Irish farm narratives often lament the loss of the cultural 

value associated with small agriculture that Rising Sun sought to memorialize. Narratives such 

as the novel Solace and the film Pilgrim Hill leave the farmer dejected, defeated, and without 

his farm. Unless the EU takes drastic measures to protect the family farm, the lived experiences 
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of Icelandic and Irish farmers will continue to diverge, as will the comparative depth with 

which they are reflected in storytelling.     
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Note 

 

Excerpts from the following are included within the text: The Tàin (1970) by Thomas Kinsella 

and Cú Chulainn: An Iron Age Hero (2005) by Daragh Smyth and Heather McKay. 
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The Beasts They Turned Away 

 

 

 

 

The old man and the child in the Ford, the child sits on the floor. Tucked by the steering column. 

A wilted cow hangs from the bucket, is the whole of what is in front of them, push and pulls 

on the weight of the machine. When the tractor is not steady the beast swings against the grill, 

its hind legs flinching. The image of the old man and the child reflected in the glass. Cast 

against the dead animal. The old man looks at the child’s reflection. The child’s reflection looks 

back. 

 The Ford follows the hedgerow, traces the ruts that lay before it. They lead into a stand 

of willows and brush. Tangle of dried grass brushes along the hooves of the cow. The bones in 

the grass snap, shatter beneath the wheels of the tractor. The tractor passes between two 

willows, the drooping archway they make, the cow swinging below it. Swollen eyes to the east, 

its head dragging on the ground. 

 The bucket drops, the engine falls in pitch and the old man turns it off before climbing 

out. Offers a hand to the child but the child lowers himself off the steps, obstinate. Walks ahead. 

 The ground below the willows is mounded like plagued flesh, the limbs of the dead 

pulled from it by the foxes and mice to have the murky tissue cleaned from them. The white 

hollow faces of cows stare out of the brush and leaf litter around them, looking at the old man, 

the child. Open-jawed, calling out to them. The silent chorus they make. The old man looses 

the chain from the animal in front of the loader, throws the chain into the bucket. 
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 The child walks through the dead pile. He picks up a leg bone, throws it against the 

bark of a tree. The old man sits on a soil heap, leans on his knees. Watches the child. The 

canopy above, thick with leaf cover, seals out the light of the day, puts the remains in perpetual 

twilight. In the goldenrod at his feet is a number, half-sunken in the earth, on red plastic. He 

pulls on it, draws the neck strap out of the ground with it, where it had been swelling in the 

clay. 417. He remembers there was a 417, and that is something. He balls it in his pocket, where 

it bulges. There will be another 417. A resurrection, the only one possible under this dark bend 

of willow trees. 

 The child stands over the cow. The cow gazes back, taut bursting eyes. The child hits 

the cow. 

 Hey there, the old man says. 

 The child swings his fist and it lands in the soft flesh of the cow’s neck. 

 What are you on about, Child? Stop that now. 

 The child pulls on its ear and then slaps it in the ribs. Her chest echoes, empty. He leans 

back and kicks her in the muzzle. 

 The old man chuckles and then shakes his head and then stands up. Will you stop that? 

 The child stomps on the cow’s hoof, which lays curled over tyre tracks. Nearly falls as 

he jumps on it. 

 The old man grabs the child’s shirt, pulls him against his body. Don’t, he says. Puts his 

arms around him tightly. Again whispers don’t. 

 The child leans from him, swinging his arms. Breath-heavy. Rams his head against the 

old man’s elbow until the old man lets go. He springs free and turns to him, red-faced, his small 

chest heaving. 
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 The old man sits on the barrel of the cow, her ribs bending beneath him. Throws up his 

hands. He swings his legs away from the child, leans. Then swings them back again. 

 The old man rises. Draws a cow skull from the briars, the vines tittering after it. Angled 

bone, gaping mouth in a soundless bawl, its eye-holes searching with their absence. Puts it in 

front of his own face in mock show. Sees the child through its curves and the child remains 

expressionless, unmoving. The old man tries to fit it over his own head but it does not fit. 

 He’s about to pitch it into the weeds but the dour face of the child, glaring at him, 

glaring. He grabs the child again and forces the skull over him with one hand. Pressing down 

until the edge of bone scrapes over his flesh. Slips into place. 

 The old man steps back. Jesus, he says.  

The teeth of the skull bared. The rat-chewed knitting of bone across the back. 

 He reaches for the child again but the child backs away. Come on now, the old man 

says. Don’t be daft. 

 He reaches for the skull but the child will not come to him. 

 The old man stands in the unnatural dusk, among the bones of the animals he has failed. 

He takes the neck strap from his pocket and wrings it over his knuckles, the slick rot rubbing 

onto his skin. Lets it dangle and then bunches it again. He kicks away a leg bone and then says 

sure then. 

 The old man and the child in the Ford. The empty chain wrapped around the back hitch, 

dragging along the lane. The tractor moving easily without the weight, the road clear before 

them. The old man stares ahead, keeps the tractor straight. The skull turned towards him. 

Watching him.  
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The old man walks behind the child. Hands on his thin shoulders. The child wilting beneath 

them. As if they were to guide the child, but the child, he knows, would not be steered by him 

nor by anyone. The hurl tucked under his arm. The brightness of the day fades behind them as 

the old man waits for the shapes of the pub to settle out of the dim light, the Clarke Martin. 

Dull brass railing over the counter stretches across the room like a fault line. The half-filled 

bottles lined against the wall reflect a smoky image of the bar. The old man lifts his hand to the 

corner of the room, not looking. Three hands lift in return. 

 Malachy stands behind the taps. Points at the Guinness until the old man nods, then 

pours. The glass drifting as he stares at the child, stout flowing over his hand. Malachy says 

sorry about that now, sorry. His cheeks reddening. Wipes the bottom of the glass, then his 

fingers. Throws his towel over his shoulders again and keeps his head down. Sets it in front of 

the other three white-haired men. 

 Gill, tapping the table, leans back, says you fuck. Go take mass from a guitar-playing 

priest. By the way you’re moving you can’t tell me farming isn’t killing you.  

 The old man sips. Licks his lips. Never promised it wouldn’t, he says. 

 Lonegan gives a knowing look to Gill, then drifts into nodding absently. Farrar clutches 

his pint, stares out the window. The three of them men who had once farmed.  

 The old man grabs the child with both hands and pulls him onto his lap. The child twists 

and writhes, his arms outstretched to the scratched floor. Like hauling a tin sheet in the wind. 
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Pushes against the old man until the old man lets go. The child wears the trousers of the old 

man, the waist tucked over. The neck of the geansaí stretched to fit over the skull.  

 Gill rips a beer mat in two and then folds his arms. The top of his knit cap, black, 

crumpled on his head. There’s talk of putting condoms in schools. Free for the taking and all. 

 A proddy thing to do, isn’t it? Lonegan says. 

 Condoms, Farrar says. Condoms, condoms. He turns towards his beer. Slouches and 

scowls. Then turns back towards the window.  

 The old man says about time. Hurl laying across his knees. His jeans still dark from the 

clay of the field. Being without a johnny hardly slowed any of ye. He looks them over and then 

says in the day.  

 Gill throws his arms. A performance for the others. As he always does in front of the 

old man. The queerest and oldest standout, you’d make for a mighty installation at the city 

museum. He looks to Farrar for support, but Farrar only glowers. His hand tucked in the front 

collar of his shirt, elbow drooping over his stomach. Sure maybe an art show, Gill says. Throws 

his arms up again. And I bet you take mass from a guitar-playing priest! 

 The child remains in the dull-cast light of the window. As one apart. Weather-picked 

bone, top-heavy over a thin chest. Like the wet leg of a calf emerging from a bawling heifer, 

the old man thinks. The start of something more to come, even if he couldn’t say how. The 

child watches the other men, but they do not meet his stare.  

 The walls of the Clarke Martin lean. At times the floor creaks even if those inside are 

still, the building shifting beneath them. Old scythes and rake tines and spade handles hang 

from the rafters. Sometimes they turn over the heads of those drinking, although no lorry has 

driven by and there is no breeze anyone could feel. If asked Malachy would say they always 
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have, they always have. With these twisting artefacts there is movement always at the edge of 

a patron’s vision, or just out of sight. 

 Malachy closes the dishwasher behind the bar, sets it to wash. Strange times indeed, he 

says. Today there was hail. Can you imagine, sure? In May? In Ireland? 

 The men at the table palm their glasses, trace the watermarks of their beer. Rub their 

hands unconsciously over their thighs.  

 There is a bench against the wall, and on it instruments. Banjo, guitar, fiddle. 

Sometimes a patron slumped in the corner suddenly rose, played an old tune to the empty seats 

and vacant bar, then returned to his stool. His head dropping again. The instruments never set 

on the floor. Never cased and latched. 

 Lonegan stands and turns away from the table. Opposite the child. His head large and 

bald, a thin rim of hair over the ears. Puts his hand behind his back, which pulls apart his tweed 

jacket like the opening of curtains. You see Sligo nearly took it from Mayo? Just fell one short 

under the bar. 

 You don’t give a damn about the Gah, the old man says.  

 The Gah, Farrar says. The Gah, the Gah. 

 A car passes and the shadows flicker inside the pub. An old woman leans into the 

passenger side to look around the lettering on the window to see who, who was it, that is inside. 

Jerks back when she sees the child. Grips the wheel. 

 Pat Reilly has a new spreader, Lonegan says. You must have seen that one, Íosac. 

 The old man stares into the table. Turns the head of his hurl in his lap. The scars on his 

knuckles fade, reappear as it rotates.  
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 Mary Flaherty will drop by with some tomatoes. Good woman, she. 

 I’m not sending him away, the old man says. 

 Gill, his hands in front of him. His knee bumps the table, pushes foam over the top of 

the pint glasses. None of us said that, he says. 

 The old man looks at the child. Motions for him to come closer. The child stares back. 

With eyes like stones at the bottom of a stream bed.  

 It’s not for our sake, Íosac, Lonegan says. We’re for the boy, see. Hell, he says, and 

then says we know what he means to you. 

 The old man holds his hurl upright against the floor. Has no intention of getting up. Just 

wants to keep pressure against something around him. I’m his keeper, for Christ’s sake, he 

says. 

 It’s not natural, Farrar says. 

 Jesus, Farrar, whispers Gill. Íosac, we’re not saying it’s not natural, we— 

 He’s not natural, Farrar says. 

 The old man holds Farrar with a hard eye to see if he will look in the direction of the 

child. Lonegan steps in, stands between them. Places a hand on the old man’s shoulder. 

 You’ll end up dead, Gill says. 

 I won’t be dead, the old man says. 

 You’ll be dead. 

 Then I’ll be dead. 
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 Malachy pours a lemonade from behind the bar. He puts a cherry in it. Places it before 

the child and then slides it closer with the back of his hand. He wrings the towel he holds. The 

child takes him in with the full weight of his eyes. Malachy reddens again. Steps back and 

busies himself drying glasses. 

 Has he another place to go? Lonegan asks. The question echoes in the murky light. 

 The door catches, jangles. Young John Allen enters the Clarke Martin.  

He saunters, stops suddenly when he sees the old man, the child. Young John’s face 

collects its gullies of shadows as it frowns. He wears a John Deere hat that makes him look 

boyish at first until the features of an adult settle out. He shrugs, though unclear whether to 

dismiss the old man or the circumstances that brought them together. Turns to the counter. Geir 

Sullivan, his cousin, follows. Geir stands in front of Young John and surveys the room with his 

thumbs in his belt loop, round shoulders slumping.  

 Some weather, Young John says. Raises his voice but does not look in the direction of 

the other men. 

 Hail, even, Geir Sullivan says, though it is clear he is not being addressed. 

 How they milking? Young John asks. 

 They’re milking, the old man says. 

 He is called Young John because his father was also John Allen. His father a hard man 

to do business with because he would not shake hands until he had the better deal. Everyone 

could see Young John’s father waiting for his old man to pass so he could use the insurance to 

buy the Moran place next to him. The grandfather seemed to know and persisted stubbornly. 

The ruins of a shed that would not fall. But eventually John Allen would have his way. 
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 The old man rests his hands in his lap. Veins run over them like a dark net about to rip 

open. His three friends with their arms crossed. 

 You’re looking a bit worse for wear, Geir Sullivan says to the old man. 

 Gill leans back. Shapes a pistol with his fingers. Cocks it and fires at Geir. 

 Geir flinches. 

 It’s not that I don’t admire your determination, says Young John Allen. 

 You have no idea, the old man says. 

 Or stubbornness. 

 Keep swinging your lad in my face sure I’ll bite it off, the old man says. 

 Gill closes one eye and fires his pistol again at Geir Sullivan. 

 Young John Allen asks Malachy for a Guinness. Malachy looks between him, the old 

man, the child. Leans towards the tap until the rest of him follows. Young John’s own father 

died a few years ago. Aneurism and leaving no insurance money behind. The town waited to 

see how much of his father’s tenets Young John would follow. He took out a loan and bought 

the Smyth place, even though the Smyths had no intention to sell that anybody knew of. Seemed 

to be answer enough in some people’s mind. A fitting snapping into place. 

 Sad, Young John says, colour rising on his neck. Sad when the lorry passes by without 

stopping. 

 Lonegan stands over his own table. Flips it over. 

 Jesus, Patrick! Malachy shouts. 

 Its hard edge bounces off the floor. One of the glasses shatters in a wash of stout. Others 

roll in circles in front of it. The men sitting there jump to their feet. Gill already taking stiff 
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strides towards the bar. Farrar kicks a vase rolling on the ground. Scatters plastic flowers 

against the wall. 

 The cousins stand. Malachy lunges forward and grabs the end of their shirts from the 

bar, telling them to be steady, be steady.  

 The old man’s face grows red, turning vivid the white stubble on his neck. Coarse skin 

on his arms ripples as he clutches the hurl. Tight as he can. 

 You think I’m the bad guy, is it? Young John says. Straining forward. The back of his 

shirt tented out. Am I going to be the bad guy? Am I then? 

 Entitled twats, the lot of you! Farrar shouts. Twats, he yells. Half-turns in each 

direction, and then again yells Twats! 

 Take a swing, ye Old Shits, Geir says. Get on with it then! 

 The old man leans on his hurl with one hand and with the other thrusts his finger 

towards Young John. It shakes in the air between them. With my last, he says. 

 The child approaches Young John Allen. Those in the pub still, let their arms drop to 

their sides. Young John glances at the old man, and then to the child. Settles into the child’s 

gaze. Malachy lets go of his shirt. The fabric falls against the waist like the sealing of an 

envelope. The old man keeps a squinted eye on the window, at the world outside, as if anything 

was liable to come from it. The child reaches out his arms and Young John recoils. Then leans 

forward, peering. You want me to lift you? he asks. The three patrons still breathe loudly. Look 

around them, uneasily, like the building might fall to rubble. Young John takes an unsteady 

step forward. 
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 The child is thrust backwards by the flat of the hurl on his chest. He stumbles. Pushed 

behind the old man. The old man turns, holding the narrow end at the face of Young John 

Allen. 

 Not as I live. 

 Young John Allen looks past the roughened wood before his nose. His gaze slides along 

the shaft, past the old man holding it, to the child. The old man sees the child staring at Young 

John, the child’s head tilting. The old man winces. 

   The door creaks open. The old man lurches forward. Hurl raised. 

 It cuts a path through the air and then comes to a rigid stop. Mary Flaherty gasps. Drops 

her basket of tomatoes. They roll under stools and along the wall. She cowers under the raised 

shaft. 

 The old man grabs the child and leads him out of the Clarke Martin, placing a hand on 

Mary Flaherty’s shoulder as he pushes by. She recoils. Watches the two of them disappear. 

 

 

  

 

The old man’s hurl falls away. Lands in the clay soundless. He bends behind the stone and 

leans into it. Its oblong shape toppling the furrow. He lowers himself again, pushes it over 

again. Gathers himself, bends and pushes again. The stone leaves a winding tunnel over the 

soil on its path towards the hedgerow. Behind the old man, the Ford 2110 heaves to itself. 

Pulsing sound spreading over the ploughed ground—always, the old man thinks, that pulsing 
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sound. The silhouette of the child in the tractor cab. A pool of shadows in lesser shadows. He 

stares ahead, his details lost behind the glass. 

 The old man jolts. He looks up. He once thought the sky was made of paper, but now 

he knows it’s stone. A rook had been crossing the sky, sinks lower, lower on its course as if 

pressed down from above, bending away into a far hedge.  

 The child stands on the tractor steps. Small hands clutch the handle, pale, nearly 

translucent. The skull gazing vacantly to the hill line. The old man does not know if the child 

sees things that he does not. But the old man feels them.  

 The dog appears on the headlands. 

  It did not emerge from the hedgerow. Did not come trotting down the winding road. 

It manifested itself instead at the boundary, where the worked ground met the shared tract. 

Head bent low. The black hair on its neck lurches as it steps onto the old man’s land. Lips 

pulled back, baring its teeth.  

 The dog thrashes forward. The old man runs. 

 A hailstone cuts through the air. Bounces off the tractor’s bonnet, falls to the soil. The 

child stands by the turning motor. High over the empty field. The dog and the old man come 

upon him in opposite directions.  

 The old man swings his arms, pulses. Each breath a glancing ricochet in his chest. His 

work boots sink into the clay every step, the ground itself pulling him in. He reaches down 

without slowing, picks up the hurl tilting over a furrow and nearly falls from his momentum.  

 The black dog’s shoulders throb. Its flesh ripples over its bones. It races towards the 

tractor, tearing the land beneath it. Eyes narrowed and focused on the child, unflinching, 
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unyielding. It collapses the distance between them as its paws kick up billowing dust. Wet fur 

slick, arched.  

The child watches it approach.  

 Clay grips the work boots of the old man. His footprints grow deeper behind him. 

Shocks of breath, his senses turned to fabric. 

 The dog nears the tractor. 

 You will not! shouts the old man. 

 The dog leaps at the child. The old man brings the hurl down on its head. Having not 

the strength to stop the old man crashes into the wheel of the tractor, his body thrown into the 

tyre rubber, steel housing. The dog bellows. Skids below the undercarriage.  

 The old man lies on his back, still clutching the hurl. The engine of the Ford rattling 

over him. He stabs the hurl into the soil, hauls himself up, slowly. Pain shimmering through 

his joints like the wind-rattle of shed windows. Both hands shaking.  

The dog circles to the front of the tractor. Its coat matted with clay. Like it has risen 

from the ground itself, growling at the old man. 

 The old man holds the hurl towards it. Not today you won’t. Not today. He pokes at the 

animal. The dog feigns at him. Snaps. I don’t care, the old man says. He prods the air. Takes 

another step forward. I don’t care.  

Then swings the hurl wildly about him.  

I don’t care.  

The old man looks up to the sky. 
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Ice cuts through the air and burrows into the heaved ground, leaving the earth pocked 

and dented. It pushes into the furrows, its impact resounding with grainy clatter. The colours 

of the field and its rocks and stray weeds bleach away behind the plunging hail. The hedgerows 

teeter, the brush shaking violently and the leaves tearing apart and falling beneath them. 

Moisture beads on the arms of the old man and melts on his skin, the sudden coolness 

heightening the ache swelling inside his body. The boot prints the old man made across the soil 

fill in and disappear. The air around him is heavy and loud, and he cannot tell where the dog 

went because the valley around him has been curtained from view. The ploughed and 

unploughed ground merge together in the wet haze, and the tractor pales into silhouette. The 

horizon has collapsed around them. Only the shape of the skull remains visible in the torrent, 

the hail recoiling off it. The child’s eyes unmoving inside the echoing bone.  

 

 

 

 

The grey saloon pulls off the lane. Slips into the tractor ruts of the driveway, jostled in the mud-

rimmed track. There are only two kinds of people who drive that fast in this part of the country, 

the old man knows, and they are the young, the white collared. Both with a tendency to race 

between stone fences like blood from an artery. The music inside muffled by the windscreen. 

Glass that casts the interior in silhouette. A man emerges, arches his back, grabs the front of 

his belt.  

The old man slaps the bonnet and turns towards the shed. Paul, he says, as he walks 

away. 
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Íosac. 

Paul O’Grady wears a grey suit, blends into the sky behind him. The bank’s logo on it. 

Tucks a clipboard under his arm, but there is no sign of a pen the old man can see. The old man 

walks through a puddle, scattering water over the gravel. O’Grady steps around it. They stop 

at the heifer shed first. 

The old man puts one foot on the gate of the pen, leans on it. Your mother, she well? 

Recently weaned calves suck on his pant legs, butt their polls against his shins. Their tails 

swing wildly behind them. Frenzied by want.  

Well enough I’d say. 

I must get down and call on her. 

She keeps busy enough, I’d say. 

The old man’s best bale of second cutting in the hay ring at the front of the pen. A waste 

to feed good hay to heifers. The old man wonders if O’Grady remembers enough of his own 

upbringing to notice it. 

Some weather. 

The old man says some weather. 

They cross the farmyard. The old man feels the eyes of the child on him. The child 

watches the two men from the pulled curtains of the sitting room, his knees on the couch. The 

child does not have to be told that he cannot come out. 

The old man had carried out the broken gates, the used tyres. Behind the hedge that ran 

along the property. Content at first, shifting some of the rusting clutter of the farm to the tall 

grass, but soon dragged out the empty teat-dip barrels and bale wrapping. He imagined his farm 
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in the eyes of another. Then took out the worn plough parts, buckets of stripped nuts and broken 

engines cleared from the corners until he had extinguished himself into an early sleep. The 

bones of the shed, piled and bared to the darkening sky. 

Prices have been low, that’s not surprising, the old man says. Clearing his throat. But 

we’ve kept on. Always have. 

Good on you there. 

We’ve never been pretty men in our family, but hard ones to kill. 

The old man looks back, but finds no response from O’Grady. He opens the door of the 

dairy and walks through it first. The air heavy and damp. The pull of heat across the room as 

the bulk tank cools the milk from the inside. Paul O’Grady stands in the centre of the wet 

concrete, the floor channelled with the veins of wash water that had run over it across the years 

on its path towards the drain. Arms crossed, he is careful not to get close to any wall, objects 

that can rub against his shirt, leave a stain. He is middle-aged and balding. Holds himself with 

reserve. 

The old man pulls out a five-gallon bucket and sits on it, his head bent and then lowers 

still. Half-heartedly knocks his fist against the steel of the tank. The room fills with a hollow 

echo. Tests at three-nine fat, three-eight protein, he says. Somatic cell under a hundred and fifty 

thousand always. You don’t get that with the big guys. 

That’s very good, O’Grady says. 

You’ll want to see the cubicles and the parlour. They’re in order, all in all. The old man 

holds the door open for him. 

A bit lonely, I’d imagine, O’Grady says. I know you have the boy, but. 
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They walk the alley, the heads of cattle drawn in unison to follow them as they pass. A 

few of them rise to their feet, hooves clacking off the grooves in the concrete. A calico cat trots 

across the end of the shed with the carcass of her half-eaten young in her mouth. The flesh 

bright, coddled in her teeth.  

The old man grabs a handful of balage in front of the bunks. O’Grady feigns towards it 

in mock examination, nods. The old man casts it in front of him. It rains on the concrete, 

soundless.  

The banker lifts his hand, shapes the farm to a simple gesture. Bet you’re looking 

forward to the day when you take a break from all this. 

The old man’s dusting of lime on the cubicles, the alleyway, pulls a chalky drift into 

the air. Clings to the bottom of his wellies. Cows rock their heads as they chew their cuds, their 

jaws turning. Dazing to stare down the white plane and see them all at once.  

The old man takes another grain bucket hanging on a nail, turns it over. He slowly 

lowers himself on top of it without the help of the hurl. Puts his head in his hands. 

O’Grady winces. Looks away. 

You would give a loan to take another man’s place, but not a loan to the first man to 

keep it? 

The country, she’s different now. It’s not my call to make. 

You went to London for a few years. 

It’s not that I went to London, Íosac. O’Grady pulls his clipboard to his chest. Standing 

over the old man. 

The old man nods. A simple act to carry him into oblivion. 
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You’re a good man, Íosac. At least I think so. 

The bank. You like it there? 

It’s an easy life. 

It is, the old man says. Raises himself from the bucket and walks away. 

 

 

 

 

Every milker hangs below a cow. Rubber grasping, throbbing, kneading. The old man returns 

to the steps and sits, his stained knees splayed in front of him. The child walks along the pit, 

reaches his hand to touch a flank or press the back of his knuckles against an udder. Sometimes 

he drifts among them in the holding area as they wait to be milked. They reach towards him 

with leathery tongues, tug on his shirt. Follow after him. Feral cats lay in the dusty angles of 

the building, tucked into the loose chaff. As natural for the child to be in the shed as for the old 

man to milk twice a day. 

 The silhouettes of rooks shift behind the cloudy glass windows. They beat their heads 

on the panes, a dissonant note against the pulsation of the vacuum pump. The child spreads his 

fingers over the muzzle of a cow. The animal lowers its head, nudges into him. The first few 

years after the child came to him the old man had looked for ways to lift the curse. Bad luck, 

he thought, that was sure to pass. Something that would right itself in the natural balance of 

things.  
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 The old man props the door of the parlour so he can hear a milker kicked off. Takes a 

shovel, runs it along the feed bunks. Cows lifting their heads, shaking them, scattering saliva. 

The shovel collects the long stalks, refuse, of the silage. The old man gathers it at the end of 

the bunk and then takes a bucket off a nail and forces the silage in with his wellie. The child 

waits at the end of the shed. The old man clears one bunk, then the next. He will bed the heifers 

with it later. 

The old man stops, stills the child. Rooks clatter above them. Collecting on the roof, 

calling angrily. The child looks up, then to the old man.  

 When the buckets are full and spilling the old man takes one and walks past the sick 

pen. The cows do not stir as he pushes on their foreheads and tells them to be well. The smell 

of iodine rises from the teat dip stains in his clothes. An acidic taste on the tongue, one he is 

used to, but in turn thinks that maybe hell tastes like that too. If hell tastes. He looks back to 

where he was just standing, where the child has remained. The rocking whispers of the milkers 

fill the space between them. A ceaseless pulsation flooding the alley.  

 The bucket in one hand. The hurl in the other. He touches the child on the shoulder as 

he passes, leaving loose stalks on his shirt. His weight shifts side to side, walking the length of 

the shed. The child follows behind him, scuffing the chaff with his wellies. The curse as much 

the child as the skin he was born in. The silence a part of him. The way he was made, the old 

man thinks. 

 The old man lifts the door at the front of the shed. It draws back on its track, groans, 

then reveals the horizon at dusk. Rooks whirl above them, shrieking. Their wings cut through 

the air, rendering a static beneath their screams. Their circling draws more in from the 

landscape. Others rise from distant hedgerows. The funnel grows tighter in the air, a slurry of 

black feather. The child huddles by the old man’s legs and grabs a fold in his jeans. 
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 The old man stands silent. Gazes past the birds in front of him. Does not wave his hurl 

at them nor shout at the turning sky. One rook plunges towards the child and the child steps 

back. A second bird thrusts itself in front of the child’s face and spreads its quivering wings. 

The child stumbles. Falls.  

 The birds sink in closer around the child. Instead of carrying him back to the shed the 

old man pulls him to his feet and bends before him on one knee. 

 Listen to me now, he says. We are the Mulgannons. We are born of this ground. Let it 

tear itself from our feet before men take it from us. We do not move. We do not yield. 

 The old man picks up the child and carries him through the driveway. The rooks screech 

and dart at their faces. He lifts his hurl to clear the path before them.  

We do not yield, he yells.  

 

 

 

 

Hop! Hop! Hop! Hop! Yells Conor the clerk, stomping feet, salutes the band. He turns the 

Quinn girl, dips her shoulders, sends her away. She spins and twirls, grabs her dress, taken by 

O’Sullivan. He winks and weaves her through the crowd amidst the spinning bodies. The 

instruments twitch in time and music spreads over the town dancing, dancing, and a pint tips 

over and everyone shouts. The light is bright and slick along the veneer of the walls like a 

membrane stretched over them all, them turning, curling. Spin, dip, twist, clap the Quinn girl 

is sent across the middle with her dress flowing above her thighs until The Buff grabs her 
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fingers and swivels her around. Mulgannon came, sure enough, she says, before she’s slung 

into the centre, where Conor the clerk grabs her by the waist and takes her back. 

 The old man sits at the end of a table, his chin in his hand. The chairs around him empty. 

The child stands to the side, facing the dance. The old man has put a clean white T-shirt on the 

child and given him his better pair of shoes, stuffed with packing paper from the last time he 

butchered a cow. The skull does not sway to the music nor nod in rhythm. The old man slaps 

his own lap, but the child does not move. Instead, the child turns to the priest, who stares at 

him from the other end of the table.  

 The priest leans forward on his elbows, crouched. Both hands on the base of his pint. 

His head large, hairless. His nose angular like a shattered field stone. The black cloth bunches 

over his stomach. His eyes dart around him, deeply set beneath his forehead. Looking away 

from the child. Looking at him again. 

 Tap it, tap it, turn and square. The school teacher puts her hands on her hips and bobs 

in a sprawling reel on the hardwood floor. Flings her hair and whoops and the others move 

back, whistling and shouting and elbowing each other. Is it out of spite, then, that he brings the 

boy? Shouldn’t we be taking cover? says another, and laughs, and glances behind. Yip-yip! 

Slide and shift and tuck and spin, toe-tap, toe-tap, tap. Hands in the air as they turn. A sheen 

runs along the floor from the beer that slips over the edge of the glasses as they swing through 

the air. Jesus Christ Jesus, him and the priest both. Some pair they are. Have you been to his 

mass—the reek of brimstone. Have you been? Don’t suppose anyone has. The school teacher 

is raised in the air and carried around the outside of the floor, grazing the fingers that reach 

towards her. The accordion wheezing. The banjo player lifts his head to anyone that 

acknowledges him. 



                                                                                                                                                        Novel 

90 
 

 The Annual occurs in the lodge. Candles burning in cloudy glasses on the table. On the 

wall an altered sign that reads No Poking, the cigarette turned phallic. The priest gazes at the 

child, twisting his head. The old man leans forward to intercept his gaze and pull it onto himself. 

 Good to see you out, Mulgannon, the priest says. 

 Watching out for the flock tonight, Priest? 

 You brought some company yourself I see, he says, nodding at the child. 

 The whorish head on you, the old man says. 

 The musicians swing their elbows in time, fiddle, flute, guitar, a pulse passing between 

them. The townspeople slap their thighs and tip their heads back laughing, the pale of their 

necks bared to the rafters. Who knows what’s in his head? Who knows what he will do? The 

priest or the farmer? Jesus! The smoke of cigarettes twist from the limp hands of men talking 

along the walls and in the tight seal of pressed lips of those stomping wide-eyed, the smoke 

curling around their thrashing faces and spreading over them like netting. Binding them all. 

Roaring faces and knees and their sides appear and recede into the haze, grabbing at each other 

and bellowing, tongues protruding in feverish cheer. An arm emerges from the fog and reaches 

for the child as it spins by, and another hand grabs the sleeve and pulls it back in. 

The old man scrapes the end of the hurl back and forth against the wooden floor. He 

motions with his head for the child to come closer, but the child will not. The old man turns to 

the priest. 

 Is the end still upon us, Priest? 

 Fuck yourself, Mulgannon. 

 Your frock is heavy with sulphur. 
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  And the cowshit on you.  

 The old man leans back, chuckles. The two of us. 

 The skull turns his head to follow the townspeople that pass. The face beneath it 

shadowed by the glare of the light. If an inebriated voice calls out to him he does not answer 

it. 

 Will there be signs with the end times, Priest? 

 You cunt. 

 I’m asking. 

 Your theology is manky and mangled as your own self, Mulgannon. 

 Isn’t all of ours, so? 

 The priest takes a sip of his pint, sets it down. Wipes the moisture off the table with the 

flat of his hand. There will be signs, he says. 

 The music thins away as the players let the instruments settle to their laps. Only the 

banjo yet sounds, the player plucking with his eyes closed and swinging his head until a hand 

reaches over to still him. The townspeople have slowed in their turning, bumping into each 

other, untangling themselves. Some step back, tuck themselves behind someone else. The 

colour and gaiety gone from their faces. 

 What is he doing? the clerk asks. 

 The child stands on the dance floor. He blows gently, his small cheeks lifted against the 

inside of the bone. His hand sways in the air, slowly, bending the wrist. The floor clouded with 

the weathering of shoe soles in the empty space between him and the bystanders. He looks into 
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the centre of the crowd and where his gaze falls they back further. His hand waving. Blowing. 

He swings the skull around and a shiver passes among them. 

 Take him away, Murphy says from the front. 

 Mulgannon leans back in his chair, chin in his palm. Does not meet the pleading 

glances.  

 Get him out of here, Johnston shouts. 

 God, what is he doing? 

 Some feign towards the door, but do not want to be singled out. 

 Be decent, will you Mulgannon? 

 The child blows and waves his hand. The air rushing over the flat broad teeth. The end 

of his trousers puddled over his shoes. 

 The priest stands. His chair scraping on its legs, nearly tipping. He walks onto the dance 

floor. 

 That’s not a boy, he says. He half-turns to the right, left. Lifts his palms up. Soul-

stealing péist walk among us. The hour of the end draws near, the priest says, the top of his 

shoes slapping against the wood.  

The eyes of the town follow him. Some nod their heads unconsciously.  

The priest stops beneath an old painting of the town’s centre. Its frame with dust in the 

ridges. The crowd stands, huddled, folds their arms, grimaces. Times of trial and turmoil come, 

the priest says. He faces the child, but backs into the townspeople. They make room, absorb 

him. And that is not a boy, he yells, his arm shooting forward. That is not a boy! Mulgannon, 

take him away!  
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The old man lifts his head from his palm. Sips from his pint. Sets it down again. The 

priest’s finger still pointed at him, directing everyone’s gaze. The old man runs the back of his 

hand across his mouth, and then his shirt. Lifts his glass again. Finishes it. The face of the hurl 

rasps on the ground as he draws himself up. 

He picks up the child, puts him on his shoulders. The child’s leg swings towards the 

priest as he is lifted. The priest recoils. 

The old man and the child walk into the night, the child swaying above the farmer, 

dangling his hand. 

 

 

 

 

The child stands, slack. Holding a hurl in one hand. The shaft leaning away from him. 

 Here we are, the old man says. He stands a few metres away, holds the sliotar before 

the child. Turning it over before him. The old man swings and hits it in the air. 

 It lifts up, over the horizon. The skull does not move. The ball hits the child in the chest, 

rolls off him. Towards the old man. 

 The calves in the hutches around them stretch their heads out of the openings, straining 

over their buckets. They call out and squirm, their knees pressed against the front boards.  

 The old man picks up the ball and walks back. Come on now, he says, tapping his 

wellies. Come on, sure. He holds up the ball and hits it again. 
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 It strikes the child in the skull, tilts it. Bleached-white bone over his pallid flesh. Its 

open eyes cast up. The sliotar drops to his feet. The head of the hurl still on the ground. 

 The calves thrash their heads, bellow. They reach out with their tongues towards the 

emptiness in front of them. 

 

 

 

 

Lonegan stands over the old man, face heaving white. I don’t know how to be anything. 

The old man leans against the slope of the bank, his arms folded against his chest. The 

silhouette of his body pressed into the sedge grass. His rod lies next to him, prone and still. 

When he casts the float the line falls silently over the water. The last of the sun gone, leaving 

pink and blue fluorescence in its wake. 

 Lonegan shifts on his feet, says since I don’t milk cows. 

 The sky, reflected in the water before them. A plastic sheen over the darkness beneath. 

The shadows of small trout flicker on the water’s edge. The old man looks at Lonegan and then 

at the country before them. The lake is at the top of the crest, a patchwork of hedgerows and 

stone fences beyond it. The floats rest past their wellies. Beyond that the edge of the world. 

 The bus will soon not stop here. Is that true? the old man asks.  

 I still get up at five in the morning, because something tells me to. Don’t know what it 

is, but it’s there. 

 I should have brought the child, the old man says. 
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 He’s fine. 

 You’re sorted now, Patrick. More than you ever were. 

 I know. 

 The old man looks over his shoulder behind him, as if he can see the child miles away 

in the house. 

 I’m up here to be away from the farm, the old man says. No more talk of it. 

 The old man picks up his rod, reels the line in a few turns, and then sets it down again. 

The filament stretches taut and then slackens, the bait resettling. Lonegan still standing in front 

of the old man. Ah Jesus, Íosac. How’s Mary Flaherty going to get her medicine? 

 Sit down Patrick. You’re souring my view. 

 Sure, the Hylands will take her. Lonegan kicks at the grass and then says think of it. 

First the barracks, now this. Next the bank will pack up and take the cash machine with it. 

We’ll have nothing but our thumbs to stick up our arse. He digs his toe into the bank. You have 

a fish, he says. 

 The old man’s float twitches a few times, crumpling the image of the bright clouds in 

front of them. The old man picks up the rod, holds it out. A thin tendril in his rough hands. The 

red plastic takes a heavy plummet, jolting under the surface. The old man jerks back. He feels 

the weight of the unseen thing resist him and he turns the reel over. A silver flash of the fish’s 

body, shocking the surface. It dives deeper, an instant of light against the black water, never 

taking its full shape. And then the tension is gone. 

 The problem is, you know, Lonegan says. What have I to whinge about now?  
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 The old man reels in the line. It glints in the last light of the day, hangs flaccid off the 

tip. The float remains in the water before them, turning about. Thrashing. 

 That’s manky enough, the old man says. Rubs the frayed end of the filament between 

his fingers. Should I jump in and get it you think? 

 Lonegan pushes his hands out in front of him. I’ll buy you cod and chips at McHenry’s.  

 Would I have to listen to you there? He sets the rod down. I should have brought the 

child. 

 Be easy, Man. 

 The float disappears again. Rings echoing in its place, spreading to the edges. Moments 

later, it emerges further along the shore, bouncing on the water. The creature writhing, 

concealed below the surface. Its struggle conveyed by the piece of red plastic in front of the 

men.  

 It’s killing you, Íosac. We all see that. The thing is, not having it will kill you too. The 

others don’t know, but Jesus I do. I do. Lonegan picks up his rod but is too agitated to reel it 

in. Drops it back in the sedge. Not that I’m telling you something you don’t already know. 

 The old man taps the side of Lonegan’s knee with the rod, trying to get him to move. 

The sky grows deeper purple, fading into blue at the horizon.  

 It’s the lack of struggle. 

 Jesus, Patrick. 

 Will you listen to me? Lonegan opens his palm. Holds it in front of him like something 

heavy and strange. He slaps himself in the face. 

 Patrick. Not again. 
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 Lonegan’s face is pulsing, condensed. Bulging eyes, unfocused. Standing over the old 

man like a swaying tower.  

 You know yourself, Íosac. Lonegan hits himself again. You know yourself and that’s 

why you still do it. Farm, he says, and strikes himself. 

 The old man tries to push back, away from Lonegan. The slope of the bank presses 

against him. Holds him there. 

 Hit me, Lonegan says. Nodding at the rod. 

 Patrick. 

 Íosac, I need to feel it. Pick it up. 

 You’re on a mad day. 

 Pick it up. 

 The old man holds the rod. Loose filament curls in the breeze. 

 This is farming, Lonegan says. 

 Patrick. 

 The shapes of the men in the water before them, pale and thinned, their features 

stretched to distortion. Circled by the clouds that float on the water. The old man pulls himself 

to his feet. Watches Lonegan, the horizon. The rod at his side, moving with his breathing. The 

manure of his wellies mixed with the smell of water. 

 Lonegan reaches for the rod. 

 The old man jerks back. Turns around and snaps the rod. Takes the thin part and snaps 

it again. 
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 The red float sits atop the water, still. It is in the middle of the lake and from that 

distance impossible to know if yet anchored by anything. 

 The old man pitches the bundle into the sedge. God damn we’re fools, he says, and 

walks away.  

 

 

 

 

The old man ploughs, digs the lime pile field, keeps the shares turning. Stares at the line in the 

soil before the bonnet of the tractor, the border of the worked ground and fallow land and keeps 

the front tyre on it. Knows he hasn’t blinked because his eyes hurt. Making straight furrows 

because that is a mark of a good farmer, although maybe he has just decided that. Reaches the 

headlands, lifts the plough. Starts down the other end. 

 A handful of rooks follow the shares. Bound along the overturned soil, poking at the 

worms and insects that scurry. Crowd over each other like children. The clay tossed behind the 

machine, the machine rattling. The undercarriage of the field unrolled. 

 The top of the cab lined with felt, the felt pinned by fencing wire, still drooping down. 

The old man reaches into its loose fold and pulls out a photograph. Its edges frayed and backing 

worn to the feel of leather. Of a girl. Runs his thumb over it again and slips it into the felt. 

 The old man strikes the brakes. It rocks him forward and then back in the seat. His limbs 

still vibrate though the machine is stilled. Takes a heavy breath and pushes it out of him, stirring 

the dust before his face. Then turns. 
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 An island of upright grass that the ploughs have missed. Tear-shaped, with the dark 

colours of untilled growth. 

 The old man lifts the plough, turns into the unploughed ground. Breaks a channel into 

the spring weeds. Shares bouncing over the field, swing around, around. Until the old man pulls 

the Ford, the plough, into where they have just been and drops them into the soil. 

 The rooks settle after the equipment. The old man stares at the front left tyre, doesn’t 

turn away from it. Doesn’t look in the mirror at the spot he missed to see it overturned. He 

reaches into the felt again, takes out the picture. Lets it drop out of the window. 

 The old man tries to judge by the sky if it will rain, but he knows the sky is not a mistress 

to follow. Runs his fingers over the dials to clean them of dust, check on the insides of the 

machine. Watches the tyre turn. He closes the window and opens it again and then stops the 

tractor. 

 He leaps off the steps and hurries behind the shares. He kicks at the ground with the 

front of his wellie, kicks. Pushes through the furrows of soil until her face is unearthed. Plucks 

the photograph away. 

 He settles in the seat again, puts the Ford into gear. Rubs the picture on his knee and 

puts it back into the felt fold of the ceiling. 
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The old man loosens the chain to the cowshed gate. His leather gloves stiff, clumsy. 202 lifts 

her head and bellows, anxious to join the herd again. The saliva around her mouth green with 

the soft grass from the graveyard. The child straddling her withers, straight-backed, absorbing 

her movement as she shifts on her front hooves. Other cows crowd along the bunk. Sometimes 

lift their heads to call back to her before stretching to pull at the forage in front of them. 

 The old man knots the lead around the post. Raises his hands to take the child, but the 

child leans away. The old man reaches for the child but the child swings his small fists and 

strikes him in the arms. 202 bellows again. 

 The old man lets his elbows rest on the back of the cow, reclines on her. Feels the letters 

from the church sign in his back pocket and only now remembers that he took them when he 

left, although he is not sure why. He sighs, taps his knuckles against her ribs. A yellow feral 

cat turns the corner of the shed, stops when she sees them. Then puts her head down, slinks 

along the tractor ruts.  

 The old man rolls off the cow and faces the child. Were we going to let him away with 

the Annual? he says.  

 He reaches for the child but the child leans away. 

 The old man turns and scoops up the cat in one hand as it passes. Strokes it forcefully 

under the rough leather, its skin pulled tight from its eyes, mouth. The cat tries to bend out of 

the old man’s arms but he presses it tighter against him as he runs his palm along it. Finally 

tosses it behind him. 

 Sure then, the old man says. He stands in front of 202 and pulls the halter from her 

head. Throws it over his shoulder. The old man pushes the gate open. It pulses on its hinges, 

slowly swings wide. Creaks. He steps out of the way. 
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 The old animal hurries to the bunk, her head bobbing up and down. Thrusts herself 

between other cows as she reaches for the silage. The child high atop her. Above the backs of 

the other Friesians that collect along the alleyway.  

 We have found someone to stand against, the old man shouts to the child. Then wraps 

the chain around the gate. Latches it.  

 

 

 

 

The old man turns off the boreen, into the bog. The trailer creaking as it lowers and raises itself 

out of the ditch. Smoke from the exhaust pipe settles around the cab. Joins the low sky. The 

child, sitting on the arm rest, grabs the lip of the window as the machine rocks back and forth. 

Keeps his knees pressed against the side of the cab to make sure they don’t touch the knees of 

the old man. Behind them a five-gallon bucket swings on the hitch, filled with unopened letters. 

 Rows of stacked turf spread across the front. Each piece leans against another, drying. 

The old man sets the Ford in the lowest gear, turns the throttle down. The child moves into the 

driver’s seat when the old man jumps off. The tractor creeps forward, the steel trailer following 

behind it. The child stares ahead. Doesn’t blink. Each bundle sits on the soft ground in loose 

construction, in danger of collapsing in the old man’s hands as he bends over them. He grabs 

the bottom two pieces, hunches, slowly raising it all up high enough to toss into the bed. It 

scatters in the air.  

 Without the hurl the old man heaves along the row, does not allow himself to groan as 

he bends down. He collects the turf for the town, dumping it into their common shed for them 
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to distribute among themselves. It is extra work, but he is a man that works. That’s what he 

means to say in doing it. Or that he’s decent, in the count of things. The old man moves along, 

tractor-steady. Passing through the souls that wander the bog. In the trailer the bones of the 

land. The pulsing of the engine echoes a rhythm his body can tune itself to. The bog underneath 

him gently shakes beneath the crawling machine. He cannot blame the child for jarring the 

world when the world itself is already unstable. 

 Then only one stack of turf remains. A cairn on vacant ground. The old man slips the 

five gallon bucket off the hitch. Dumps the unopened envelopes over the stack. They slide off 

the heap of dried earth, pile over it. The logos of feed companies, banks, and solicitors. The 

old man tips over the bucket. Sits on it and pulls a half-chewed cigar out of his back pocket 

and sticks it in his mouth. A matchhead flickers. He lights the corner of an envelope that sticks 

out of the pile, leans back as the invoices twist and writhe before fading away into embers over 

the turf. The child sits in the tractor cab, staring into the distance. The bogweed, turf smoke, 

the old man thinks. To bring a person to his senses.  

 

 

 

 

The old man wears his leather gloves, holds the rope lead slack in his hand. The cow follows 

behind him. The animal’s head heaving, the yellow plastic tag reading 202 swinging inside the 

cartilage hole. Hooves click off the paved lane. The child sits atop the cow, his back straight. 

Thin knees clenching her pin bones. The old man lifts the shovel to him and the child balances 

it across his lap. His small frame sways in line with the old beast as they pass between the stone 

walls. The bare skull over the cow’s head, lurching with it. 
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 Aged too much to carry him to town anymore, the old man asked for Nancy Rourke’s 

jennet. The animal bucked and jerked so violently under the child that he could hardly set him 

on before the creature was twisting in the mud. It brayed from the pasture day, night afterwards. 

Echoing through the valley. So incessant the bawling that Nancy Rourke eventually sent it to 

the barracks in another village to be shot. 

 The cow does not hurry, change her ambling gait with the child. She went dry several 

years ago and hasn’t caught with the bull since, but this use has kept her around. Her switch 

swings slowly, heavily. Sometimes the long bristles snag in the briars that reach over the walls, 

but she keeps walking without slowing, her tail pulling free and shattering leaves behind her. 

The stones dark and heavy with lichen. The tops have weathered, sometimes crumble into the 

lane. The old man would stop and pitch it into the brush. Then continue again, the steady click 

of the hooves marking their passing once more. 

 They walk by a neighbour’s sheep paddock, the animals leaning over the stone walls, 

staring to the east. Their attention held by something unseen on the vacant landscape. A daft 

animal, that sheep, the old man thinks. Fine for some but not a man like himself. A man could 

not make his stand for sheep. 

 The rustle of an old Renault engine carries on the breeze long before the vehicle turns 

onto the lane. Jimmy Haskins behind the steering wheel, the mop of his hair no higher than the 

dashboard. Although he cannot be seen, the Colonel, his grandfather, lying in the backseat. 

Jimmy, twelve, takes his grandfather home from the Clarke Martin every Wednesday. Because 

Jimmy has school Malachy has gotten into the habit of locking the doors at night with the 

Colonel still slouched in the corner, head hanging down. Jimmy has to wait for lunch break at 

the Sacred Heart. The old man pulls the cow against the wall and waves as the car creeps 

forward. Jimmy lifts a finger off the steering wheel, doesn’t take his attention off the road. 
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 The old man and the child cross the bridge, over the intertwining whispers of the river 

below it, marking that they are entering the town, leaving the hinterland. The cow lifts her tail 

and arches her back. The child hands the old man the shovel and leans forward to balance 

himself. The old man scrapes the manure off the hard surface in one motion, leaving its wet 

shape behind. Tosses it into the river. It falls with a dark plunk. The old man looks to the child 

for a smile, and the child smiles. 

 The child high upon the cow as they walk past the cafe, the flower shop, the betting 

office. A few shoppers behind the glass of SuperValu turn their heads to follow his passing. 

Some on the street cross to the other side, entering the road with their faces still turned towards 

the old man, the child. The old man lifts his hurl as a greeting. Usually the old man ties the cow 

to the stop sign at the edge of the town. Today he does not. 

 A crowd has collected around the open doors of the church, the church usually quiet 

and unattended, especially the middle of the week. The cow follows behind the old man. They 

weave their way through the markers of the graveyard. Past a stone cross that leans, weathered. 

The cow leaves prints in the grass that lift away behind it but don’t entirely disappear. They 

stop at a stone wall that separates the burial grounds from the churchyard. The cow pulls at the 

grass on the other side, chews wetly.  

One by one those gathered turn towards them, and when they do they flinch or draw 

back. The crowd shifting and sighing, a door half off its hinge. Looking over the cow, the child. 

Some cross themselves. They cannot turn away from the child, from the skeletal bone on his 

face, cannot put it into words. So they turn to the old man. Standing with his hands on his hips. 

 The priest steps from the crowd. What cuntish thing? 
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 The priest spits out a half-smoked cigarette. It topples through the air like a twig off a 

tree. He crushes it under his boots. Hooked-nose, eye-bold. Shaved head like the brass of the 

Angelus bell. A large man made larger when he straightens his shoulders to speak. 

 What bollox? says the priest. Then says Íosac Mulgannon. 

 The old man runs his hand along the neck of the cow. Leans on it. 

 That animal desecrates on the holy property … and fuck please, the boy. 

 The cow laps at the grass from mounded soil, the grave marker beside it. Lifts its head 

as its jaw turns. The child tips forward. Prone. Palms pressed on either side of the animal’s 

withers. The skull looks at the priest. Tilts towards him.  

 The priest swallows and crosses his arms. 

 They took the chalice, shouts Foley. He stands in the back. Unable to keep the news he 

had. 

 And the baptismal font says Walsh the Pile. 

 And the collection plates, says the priest. Be gone, Mulgannon. 

 The old man walks the cow along the wall. Towards the gate. The heart of the town, 

stolen away, the old man says. 

 Sure, it must have been the travellers on the Pat Kelly Road, Burke replies. Unaware of 

the old man’s mocking tone. 

 We’ve never had trouble with the travellers before, Foley says. 

  It’s a gang of them Dublin boys come down. Sure they came down to feed off the fat 

of the land, Colwell says. 
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 The East will take everything from us, bit by bit, the lorry driver says. May it be 

damned. 

 All stand silently as the old man pulls the cow into the churchyard. The child on top. 

 The crowd parts before the beast. They behold the child with fixed gaze, for they know 

the child and the things attributed to him. The child, the child, they had whispered in their 

homes, the heavy curse that sits upon him. What claim had he to bring the disruption he did, to 

pull at the corners and take from them the comfort of order. Although they are still, something 

inside of them leans away. It is that the world does not love the child and if he passes too close 

and they are not strong then they might not be loved too. 

 And please, the boy what? the old man calls out. Slams his hurl on the concrete. 

 The priest steps before the front of the building. Scowling. As he comes to rest the cloth 

settles and his shape retracts. 

 I can’t decide how you were going to end that sentence, the old man says. 

 The cow, lurching, climbs the steps. The child grabs the animal’s neck. The people fall 

in behind it, at a distance. 

 The priest backpedals. Tries to stay ahead of them. 

 The old man says I’m sure the church doesn’t put lies on its signs. That being the gospel, 

I’d say we’re very welcomed. 

The priest clenches his fists. Breathes deeply, the air rushing from his nose. He looks 

back and forth between the townspeople, the crucified figure on the front wall. At the bulge of 

himself. Ready to topple. 
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 The old man takes the shovel from the child and sets it against the wall of the church. 

The dark smell of manure rises from its blade. The old man grabs the child with both hands, 

lowers him to the ground. Cups the skull in his glove. The lead rope hangs loosely from the 

cow’s jaw, is drawn across the stone floor. The old man takes the child by the hand. Walks 

towards the priest.  

 The priest spreads his legs, refolds his arms. Head titled and lips pulled back. The old 

man and the child approach and his eyes swell, his head shaking. Stop he yells, his finger in 

the air. This is a house of God.  

The child grabs the old man’s hand tighter and looks up at him. 

 But the boy, the priest says. 

 If he is not the child of God then God created nix, the old man says. 

 But the world, it turns against him. I’ve seen it myself! 

 The world will turn from us all.  

 The child starts to pull back but the old man drags him forward. Both hands on his small 

arms. The weathered gloves leaving stains on the child’s skin. Who decides what is natural? 

the old man asks. 

 The priest backs up until he finds himself against the wall.  

 The old man picks up the child and jerks him towards the priest. The priest presses back 

against the wall. His hands out. The child flails and stretches his arms out to the old man’s 

chest, but the old man holds him in the air and shakes him at the priest. The skull sliding over 

his eyes.  
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The priest crouches to the floor, shielding himself. The old man thrusts the child at him 

again. 

 

 

 

 

The old man hunches against the backboard, reaches for the book off the dresser. The child 

lays flat on the pillow next to him in the bed. The old man leans on hessian sacks stuffed into 

each other. The hurl on the floor beside him. Making a straight, thin shadow. The book is worn, 

edge-frayed. The smell of old feed drifts over them. 

 *[Third party copyright material removed] 

 The top of the dresser is cluttered with sheared bolts, stripped nuts. Cotter pins emptied 

from the old man’s pockets over the years. His milking clothes crumpled on the hardwood, 

blue paper towels sticking out of the back pocket. The child lays fully clothed, the skull gaping 

at the ceiling. Headlight beams roll across the bare walls in front of them. Two searching eyes, 

glowing. 

 The old man stops, watches them. Looks down at his hurl. Then keeps reading. 

 A cow bellows from the cubicles, a call pulsing in the darkness. 
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A metallic clunk and at first the old man thinks it’s a rock glancing off the rota-spreader. When 

he turns around there is no hutch manure, wet straw flung from the machine. Shear pin, he says 

to himself, because he is alone. Stills the tractor, turns off the PTO. The Ford quiets to a rocking 

drawl, the turning shaft stops. He slips on his geansaí. It is not cold but the air feels sharp after 

stepping out of the cab. 

 How many shear pins has he fixed, how many spreaders has he outlived. Folly, he 

knows, to think, but. The tops of weeds brush along his trousers, flicker behind him. And he 

thinks of this, of having no more broken things to patch to shove on yet another day, and yet 

to have fought and pushed to that day and to have no one taken those days before it. Until his 

time can be over. What will be the final count of broken things in the end, and the pleasure of 

no more. He rummages through the tool box. 

 His knees are sore, burning and cracking from sitting. He hobbles with the hurl. 

Swaying left and right like rye in the wind. Steps between the Ford, the spreader, in the narrow 

space between them. Leans over the PTO shaft. Sings, God damn shear pin, stick it in Mary 

Lynn. God damn shear pin, will probably stuff her again. 

 The shaft starts spinning. 

 The old man yanked down with great force, bent over the knob of the hurl. Pulled 

downward, downward. The end of his geansaí and then t-shirt wrapped around the PTO, stilling 

it in place but it twitches, jerking, dragging the old man down into its mechanics to be coiled 

and flung onto the grass. 

 The old man wedges his hand between the end of the hurl, his ribcage, forces a grasp 

on it. Shaking, quivering. His breath sputtering through his clasped teeth. Glances up once. The 

child stands by the front tyre. The skull merging into the grey sky. Tries to yell at him to lift 

the lever up but the shaft pulls on him more. Every joint, bone in the old man stacked erratically 
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inside him and another bit forward and he will crumble and wrap around the PTO and be 

thinned away. He does not try again, does not look up. 

 The old man takes a mouthful of exhaust settling around him, turns it inside him, and 

roars. Pushes against the hurl, pushes, bellows, his back lifting, the flannel over his shoulders 

stretching, holding, tamping his frame until it finally tears with a howl and the old man falls 

backwards to the fallow ground, his papery skin bare among the flaking goldenrod. 

 The old man lays on the unploughed land. Pain rushing to connect the parts of his body. 

His mind numb, nothing. His shrunken frame among the weeds, like something cast aside. His 

hand slowly pushing along the earth, the only part of him moving. 

 When he feels his hurl he drags it to him and then gets to his knees, slowly. Pulls himself 

up on the hurl. And then stands. 

 The old man stands, swaying but not falling, as his two shirts flap rapidly around the 

spinning shaft. The child nowhere to be seen. 

 Try harder, he yells to the open field. 

 

 

 

 

The old man opens the door to the shop. Allows the child to enter first, the child clutching a 

sack that smells of cattle grain. The bells by the hinge rattle above them. 

 Bread, bacon and a packet of McVities, is it? the shopkeeper asks. You know where 

they are. He leans over the betting section of the paper, his glasses on the bridge of his nose. 
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Ears curling on a pin cushion face. Circles a few listed odds and turns the page. Took the 

chalice, took the font. They can have me next so. Would you buy a Playboy if I had one? 

 The old man palms a loaf of sliced bread and keeps it at his side. I’d read it in the jacks 

before putting it back. 

 Internet is so shite around here, wondered if there might still be a call for them. 

 Wooden shelves, grey dust on the ends. Dark stains pooled on the floor. Cardboard 

boxes stacked in the corner. The scent of aging fruit heavy in the air. 

 The old man puts the groceries on the counter. Lays a handful of coins down and leans 

back on the hurl. The child holds the bag open. The top bunched in his hands. 

 Don’t need to tell you how much it is. Same as it was last week, as it always was. It’ll 

cost you the same next week as well. The shopkeeper bends down towards the child, taps the 

back of the skull with his pen. Star Gazer or King Fisher?  

 The skull turns towards him. Silent. The shopkeeper grunts and scratches another mark 

on the paper. 

 You two boys make a lot of people nervous, the shopkeeper says. They think they want 

to like you, but they don’t know what to do with you. I told them hell now, world is still turning, 

with us or without us, won’t make no difference. Things always changing, don’t matter what 

we think. We might as well eat bread, bacon and McVities. The shopkeeper raises an invisible 

glass to toast them and then looks at his watch. 

 Jaysus, he says. Come on, come on. He rises and then shoves the old man and child out 

the door, forcing them outside. Almost time, he says. He gestures until the three of them are in 

the street, the groceries and coins still on the counter. 



                                                                                                                                                        Novel 

112 
 

  A crowd gathers before the Clarke Martin. They fill the width of the footpath, spill into 

the parking area, all of them silent and staring at the concrete. Children, sensing the heaviness 

around them, remain quiet. Clasp the trouser legs of their parents. Couples with their arms 

around each other. Gill, Farrar, and Lonegan stand in front. Sometimes shake their heads. 

 The red and white bus crests the knoll outside of town and heaves along the dotted line. 

The eyes of the town follow its coming, its slow turn onto the street they stand on. Watch it 

ease to a halt in front of them. A swell of gas released from its undercarriage. Onlookers steady 

themselves as if they can be blown back by it. The door opens. 

 Malachy comes out of the Clarke Martin with a half-empty bottle of Powers and hands 

it to Connolly, standing next to the door. Connolly unscrews the cap, takes a swig, and passes 

it to Finnegan’s wife. She swallows, wipes her mouth. Surrenders it. The bottle moves through 

the crowd as the bus shakes on its tyres in front of them. Exhaust whorling into the air. The 

image of the driver hidden behind the windscreen and the steps of the open door leading only 

to uncertain shadows. 

 Mary Flaherty emerges from the crowd. Places a feeble hand on the railing and pulls 

herself up the steps. Her flowered purse swings loosely from her elbow. The doors close behind 

her and she disappears behind the sheen of the glass. She is replaced by the reflection of the 

people, small and distorted, huddled together. 

 How is she going to get home? someone whispers, but there is no reply. 

 The bus pulls away. Signals, eases into the road. Gill grabs his belt in both hands, lowers 

his head. Robinson sits against the front of the Clarke Martin, legs splayed on the footpath. 

Some rock foot to foot, slowly. Like weeds risen through the concrete, pulled by the wind. The 

pocked cheeks of aging men folding and refolding as they chew on the insides of their cheeks, 

spit. Old women closing their eyes. 
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 The bus leaves the town. They watch it drift towards the east. Gill heaves the bottle of 

whiskey at the back window. It glances off the corner of the vehicle and falls to the ditchgrass 

unbroken. The men closest to the bottle remain still for a moment, out of respect, and then 

retrieve it. They pass it around again as the bus tops the hill and disappears from view. 

 

 

 

 

The windscreen of the Ford vibrates. The world seen through the dusty glass shakes violently, 

the things that built it upright now unhinged by his small tractor. The old man drags the 

mouldboard plough behind him, scraping it over the earth. He works the west field under a sky 

the bottom of a counterweight. He’s not alone in the valley.  

 Young John Allen and his men in the east field. They disk and lime and seed the field, 

their band of equipment circling. Their machines roam the land, quelling it beneath them, 

roaring to be heard. Twenty acres in the name of Nancy Rourke stand at rest, separating that of 

the old man, of Young John. Mule-grazing scrub, a thin buffer between men. 

 It was Paul Moran that owned beside Rourke before Allen. Moran drank, but he worked. 

In the way of things as the old man knew it that made him a good man. If Moran’s plough 

broke the old man went over, because the field had to be ploughed. The way Allen’s cultivator 

takes the corners of the plot in high gear it means to wear away the imprint of Moran on his 

fields. 

 The soil turns slowly behind the old man. The ground behind the plough is dark, but as 

the sky takes back its moisture the soil turns pale at the ends of the field. Syringes, ear tags, 
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ankle tape emerge from the heaved land as the machine passes over. All once in the grates of 

the shed and cast out by the rota-spreader. Rusting bolts sloughed from other machines. A 

coulter from the old plough. Slouched hide of a cow. A spanner sticks from the ground behind 

him that he had lost last season but he does not stop for it.  

 At times the Ford of the old man and the disk of Allen pass by Rourke’s in parallel. 

Once the old man pulled his sleeve to his hand, dusted off the window with his forearm. Not 

to see them better, but to make it clear he was not looking at them. During these times the bay 

of their engines bled through the glass of the Ford’s cab and discoloured the sounds that the 

old man knew to be his working machine. He keeps the ploughs steady. 

 The men in Allen’s field take a break, pass flasks, biscuits. The old man will not stop—

piss from the steps once, maybe, and swing his piss over the tyre. But will not stop until the 

field has been ploughed. He ploughs not just to complete the act in the day, but to feel the day 

push against him in hours that ache his body and pull at his mind. To know that he still can. To 

know that he will always. 

 The old man stares not at the wheels but in front of the wheels to keep the tractor 

straight. Corn spurrey twists from the ground like nerve endings. The front tyres roll through 

tillage weeds, the weeds slick and broken before disappearing under the cab. The skull from a 

premature calf rises from the ground. Barren eye bones. Watches the tractor pass. The air is 

thick, dusty inside the cab. The old man breathes deeply and loudly through his nose, but the 

sound weaves into the drafts pulling around him. Loud clattering and jostling. It shakes at his 

wits, at the shuddering ligaments that root thought—renders the mind from the body, memories 

and desires, man from idea, man from land. He sways inside himself. 

 A field is a lifetime. So it is by natural law that when the headlands are reached a man 

who gives himself fully would not be measured as he was on the first furrow. But I plough still, 
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the old man thinks. Voices echo around him. His consciousness. The radio. Six hours of 

ploughing is six decades of farming, is that there is no way to tell what said things are in his 

mind, outside it. The tractor is his mind, the ground his body. He slaps himself. What daft 

things a man becomes when in a tractor cab for so long. He raises the front mouldboard over a 

large rock and saves it from being broken, from having to stop. He looks ahead, keeps it 

straight. Looks behind. The vibration of the machine saddles his thinking. The land behind the 

dusty windshield is of two kinds, ploughed and unploughed. The old man ploughs. 

 I plough I plough the old man says I plough across this stony earth. The sun does not 

set in a sunless sky and so it is to man himself to know what he has done and to know his soul. 

The ground cleaves before him. I plough I plough he tells the clutch, he tells the gears. Pain 

rings through his shoulders, looking behind him as he must, a glinting current, an internal 

melody. He breathes in dust and vibrates in his seat. When they break him in two they’ll find 

he has no bones, no blood. That he is a dust-packed shell, hardened and hollow. The soil turns 

behind him he says he thinks he says. I plough I plough he tells the grease gun in the corner. 

To the end of the field. He bounces in the seat. Is shook, jostles. The vulgar ground. If all 

ground was honey it would not ache so to plough it. Honey! he yells at the dashboard. He raises 

the front mouldboard and lowers it again setting it back to task, to peeling away the skin of the 

world to reveal the scowling bones beneath. He strips the field of the fallow grass one furrow 

at a time. Each pass leaves four rows of heaped resolve, compass straight, the next pass four 

more. The field a letter to the world. He knows the violence of the land of the heaving tractor 

because he knows the violence inside himself. Him shaking in the seat, body turned to nothing 

is him tussling with the open field before him and being numbed and being lifted. Lifted up, 

above the seat, above the valley plane, so that he is a man between land and sky, belonging to 

neither, a transition, a flicker of an image of a man. I plough I plough the old man says. 

 The tractor seizes. The old man rocks into the steering wheel and back to the seat. 
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 The old man has pushed the brakes. It is because Young John Allen stands before him. 

One foot on the ploughed ground, one foot on the unbroken land. A punch-drunk smile, John 

Deere hat halfway over his eyes. Something in his hand. Jesus Christ, the old man thinks. What 

has he in his hand? 

 The old man descends the steps carefully, holding the grab bar like a child clutching 

the dress of its mother. His knees shake, balance staggers. On the ground he is no more sure-

footed. He wobbles over the clay. 

 Young John steps towards him with his hand out. We’ll take the weather while we get 

it, he says. 

 The old man does not shake his hand. 

 Young John steps back, falls into picking at the dirt under his finger nails. Glances up 

at the old man, then to the ground. Looks like it’s working up sound enough. Here, see, brought 

you this sandwich. Figured you’d be out fitting today.  

 Young John holds out the sandwich wrapped in foil. 

 The old man stands wild-eyed and shining. Half-turned to the other farmer. His chest 

heaves. His body red. Pulsing. 

 He slaps the sandwich away.  

 Young John Allen, with empty hands, sticks them in his belt loops. He shifts on one 

foot. Then the other. Jesus Christ, he says. Then walks away. 

 The Ford roars as the old man pushes the throttle and sets it in motion. The shares rattle 

behind him like pendants colliding on his chest. The silhouette of the old man is bent, pitched 

forward. The mouldboards throwing the ground in front of themselves. Clay washes over the 

wrapped sandwich and takes it from sight.  
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The old man stands over 202. Her body sags in the grass. Tail-limp and pooled. Her eyes 

greycast, the sky inside them. The skin pulled taut over her bones in a great tension she is not 

released from. Her mouth gaping, stupid. 

 The old man hits her. 

 He lifts the flat of the hurl and swings through the air and strikes her in the face.  

 You whore. 

 He steps and smashes the top of her head with the wood. A damp echo. Pries the hurl 

under her chin, lifts her face. Lets it fall to the ground. 

 You mighty bitch. 

 He kicks her. The top of his wellies flap against his trousers. Steps on her and then off 

her. Picks up the hurl again and drives it into her ribs. Says I was going to go. Bought the ticket. 

Swings his fist into her neck. You bitch you bitch you bitch. 

 The child stands behind him. 
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The old man lays on his back in the tormentil. Its tendrils curl around him. The moisture from 

the bog creeps into the fabric of his geansaí, casts a coolness over his skin. Next to his head 

sits a stack of drying turf. A small altar. At the top an unopened envelope wedged upright, the 

back facing him. 

 The child to the side, his motions flitting in the old man’s peripheral. The child stands 

on the edge of the cut ground. Over the dark bog water, fetid and rancid. The skull the only 

part of him light enough to be reflected in it, its thin shape floating at his feet. The child plucks 

at the midges that land on him. Pitches broken turf into the murky pool and watches it splash 

around him. 

 The letter is above the old man, the old man on the ground, looking up to it. Sharp edges 

against a sallow sky. As if hinged there. The words inside knitted into each other. Still 

undeclared. He reaches behind him with a lighter, lights it. It writhes and twists. Falls to ash 

over the ground. The flash of heat spreads over his face. Fills up his chest. He stands up. 

 They’re coming, Child. They’re coming. I don’t know if I’m strong enough. 

 The old man walks the bog. His wellies pushing through the sedge. The ground recoils 

from the impact of his steps and lifts after him. A body of midges drift through him. A shifting 

apparition bending over the bog grass. Brushes along his skin. Shapes around him and 

disappears. 

 He runs a hand along his arm and continues. Used to be man was left to confer with the 

ground he stood on. He took from it and it took from him. Now they went and made it hard to 

be what a man was. They didn’t have to—I believe that Child. But they did. 

 The ash of the envelope lies curled under the bricks of turf. The old man reaches his 

foot in and crushes it. Dissolves it into the bog. His wellie print under the stack. 
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 If comes a point that you’re the last one standing then that’s who you measure yourself 

against. 

 The old man straightens. 

 Child.  

He limps to the cut ground. Staggers as he moves. 

 The shape of the child stands erect on the bank. In his place glimmers static. The edges 

drifting. Midges cover his body, a thick, fibrous matt that lay over the relief of his features. 

The skull above it, clean. Its angles cavernous. They draw in to him from the landscape, pulled 

into the shimmering film. He does not move, does not stir. The twitching of their wings bend 

small whispers around him. The bog speaking to itself.  

 The old man holds up his fingers, shaking. Runs them along the child’s wrist.  

 A streak of pale skin. Quickly covered over. 

 The old man takes the child in his arms. His hands sink into the whirring flesh. The 

child a bone inside it. The old man stands on the bank of the cut bog, the water. Lowers himself. 

He steps into it, slips. Falls against the sliding soil. 

 The old man stands waist-high in the russet water. Holding the child. 

 He lowers him. Arms trembling. The child disappears. Dark water collapses in his 

wake. The old man lifts him again. 

 The water sheds off the wings of the insects. They hold fast. Glistening. The old man, 

half below the ground, looks to the sky, to the child. Grasping the child’s flickering silhouette. 

 He lowers him again, strains to hold him there. The child’s nose above the surface. The 

child’s eyes watching him inside the skull. Glowing in the murk. 
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 Small blemishes appear on the surface of the water. The flat wings of the midges that 

float up. 

 

 

 

 

The old man sets the milkers to wash, drops his coffee cup into the basin, trudges into the 

daylight. Beaded dew on the grass. Watery sun on the hill. There was corn in the bottom of his 

mug this morning, as some mornings there is. Manure splatter. He stopped grieving it one day 

and then another day stopped dumping it out. Sometimes he keeps it in his bottom lip. Running 

the cracked kernels along his teeth. As he does today. 

 Does not like to go to the post box at the end of his driveway but he goes there anyhow. 

Does not sort through the invoices but wads the bundle in his back pocket, the paper cringing. 

Slams the box shut. Looks down the road. Jolts. 

 A black figure emerges beneath the glare. It stops, heaving. Barely fits the width of the 

stone walls. Thrashes its head. Smoke rolling from its nose.  

It calls out. 

 Which of the king’s warriors are you? the old man whispers. 

 The beast lurches down the lane. 

 The old man takes his hurl and goes to meet it. 
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 Its feet echoes in the daylight, the bulk of it rippling as it moves. Eyes broad and 

seeking. Swings its head back and forth, lifting it into the air and sending a deep, pulsing roar 

between the stones.  

 It stops before the old man. Snorting. 

 The old man stands with his hand over his eyes. Spits corn at his feet. It bounces over 

the road, skittles away. Then he raises the hurl. Braces himself. 

 Voices lift behind the beast. The sound of breathless shouting. Running. Only when the 

words are repeated do they start to take shape. The creature sidesteps and kicks out and looks 

behind it. 

 Stand clear, Mulgannon, for fuck’s sake. Young John Allen rushes upon them, wellies 

slapping against his trousers. He stops ten metres before the animal, not wanting to spook it 

further. That bull’s a mean head of cac, Mulgannon, he says, leaning back with his hands on 

his hips, panting. Just let him through. He’ll tear you apart. 

 Geir Sullivan and a few men working for Young John come running down the lane. 

Young John puts his hands up to slow them. Points at the bull. 

 The trailer door swung open on the way to the mart, Young John says. Wiping his face 

with the front of his shirt. Sending him in since he’s such a hard boyo, nasty as hell. Think now 

I’ll just call the guards to put him down. 

 The bull swings its back legs. Mucous dripping from its nose ring. Shimmering in the 

sun. 

 Are you afraid of him? the old man asks. I’m not. He raises the hurl higher. 

 Geir and the two hired hands collect behind Young John Allen. Trying to gather their 

breath enough to chuckle, laugh.  
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You’ll get killed, Mulgannon. Let him pass. We’ll ring the guards, Young John says.  

He will not pass. 

Jesus, if he’s mad enough sure, Geir Sullivan says. 

What’s the point of it, Mulgannon? says Young John. 

 The bull brays and butts the stone wall and sends mucous against the stone. 

 Can I have him then? If I get him can I have him so? 

 Young John shakes his head. Jesus, he’s all yours. Then catching himself says I mean, 

listen Mulgannon. Young John bends his hat brim in his hand. 

 A car slows to a stop behind the men. Singleton and Monroe get out. They slap the door 

shut. The sound sends an electric pulse through the bull and it kicks its legs in the air and throws 

its backend to the side. It leaps towards the space between the old man and the wall and the old 

man shouts No! and steps in the way with the hurl raised. The bull rams his head into him and 

pushes him back, but the old man does not fall. The bull turns and jerks towards the other men 

in the lane. They scatter and whoop. Climb onto the walls. The car in the road halts the bull 

and the bull turns towards the old man. 

 The men stand above the old man, the bull. Cursing. Motioning the old man up. 

 Don’t put your blood on my hands, Young John shouts. He looks to the other men, says 

Jesus man. 

 Mulgannon finally found someone stubborn as him, Geir Sullivan says, but no one 

laughs. 

 The bull lurches again and the old man yells Heya! and snaps the hurl against its head. 

The beast startles, wrenches back. Its chest throbbing as it stares wide-eyed at the old man. 
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 Will you stop? Will you stop please? Singleton shouts. He is a small man with glasses. 

Bites on his thumb. Turns to Monroe. I don’t understand why he does this? 

 He’s mad as fuck is why, Geir says.  

 We know you’re tough, Young John says. There, I said it. Is that what you wanted to 

hear? You’re a tough son of a bitch and harder than us all. 

 Stone shards flake to the road as the men shift on their feet. The shadows they cast in 

the low light stretch across the lane. 

 Please Mulgannon, Young John says. 

 The bull thrusts to pass Mulgannon, tail raised and when Mulgannon steps in his way 

the bull sinks his skull into the old man’s stomach. The old man folds around it and lifts in the 

air. 

 The bull carries him backwards but as he jerks his neck to shed him the old man grabs 

the nose ring as he falls. The hurl skids away. The beast bellows as he drags the old man over 

the ground, the animal’s head tucked back. The old man’s shirt bunches under his arms and his 

skin tears against the hard surface. He hits a lip in the road and plants his foot against it and 

swings the creature in an arc, its shoulders crashing against the walls. 

 The men above them shout and wave their arms as the old man keeps his feet moving 

to stay upright and clutches two fingers over the thin metal while the beast thrashes. As the bull 

nears the gate to the old man’s driveway the old man throws his weight into the cornerstone 

and is pressed against its edge as the bull swings through it, bawling. 

 The bull on a dead run to the shed. The old man dragged with it, his eyes closed. 
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The old man comes upon him with his back turned, slouching. The square slants of stone he 

sits on feathered by grass on the edges. The cut rock in the blue water a pile of angles. The 

unused quarry. The horizon burns red above them. 

 Appreciate it, Gill says. 

 The old man bends down on one knee. Leans on it. 

 Gorse blossoms around the edge of the cliff, bold yellow flowers. The sky bleeds over 

the flat stone. 

 Gill pulls at the grass. First few years I thought I’d get so mauling bolloxed some nights 

I couldn’t milk cows the next day if I had them to milk. By fuck. 

 The old man stares at his back. Lifts himself. Then sits down on the same stone. 

 Remember the day you were asked? the old man says. If you would farm. 

 I do. 

 The old man grunts, nods. 

 Gill throws a stone. Shatters the blue calm beneath him. Everything that came after was 

about finding something mad to belly up to. Jesus, when you say it out loud. 

 You’d need a guitar-playing priest for those sins, the old man says. 

 Anything I could do that I couldn’t do if I had taken the farm, by fuck. 
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 Gill and the old man stare at the hole in front of them. The bottom of their wellies 

reflected back. Their breath, their fidgeting the only movements on a landscape of colour and 

rock. Their elbows touching through the fabric. 

 Gill throws another stone. Ever did acid? 

 I couldn’t. 

 Fuck your mother, that’s what I’m telling you. 

 Their bodies cast no shadows under a sunless sky, but absorb the red tint until they glow 

at the edges. 

 You going to be able to make it back? the old man asks. 

 Women too. Times I didn’t like fucking them I fucked them all the same. When the 

drink wore off and I lost the shine. If it felt like work all the better. 

 The depth of the water beneath them signalled by the darkness of blue it holds. The 

deepest part below the two men. No way of knowing how far down it goes. The things that lay 

on the bottom. 

 You’re always so fecking quiet. 

 You’re nervous, the old man says. Ever drugged before? 

 Saw it on the telly, sure. Traveller kid got it for me, if you’re wondering. 

 The old man pushes off his knee. Lifts himself. 

 Just wanted you to stop by, Gill says. See if I had any bad reactions right away, and so. 

 The old man steps around the edges of the rock. Past a bush of purple heather. A stillfire 

of hue. He turns to Gill. 
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 Looking forward to it? 

 Any revelation would come from within myself. And I already know what bullshit I 

am. 

 The old man walks away. Leaves Gill on a rock, waiting. 

 

 

 

 

The child rocks slowly on the withers of 202, her head rising and falling as she follows the 

footpath. Hooves echoing between buildings. The child with a hessian sack in front of him, in 

it bacon, bread, biscuits and the Independent. The shovel across his lap. The lead held loosely 

by the old man’s hand. 

 The cow stops, hunches. The old man balls the front of the child’s shirt in his fist, holds 

him on the cow. The shit splatters on the legs of a bench. When the cow is done he pulls her 

ahead, her tail still pointing out as her frame resettles. The old man takes the shovel, lifts it 

behind her but does not use it. Gives it back to the child. He picks up the lead again. It’ll take 

to the sewer soon enough, he says without looking back. 

 They leave the town and cross the bridge and the old man leads the cow down a path. 

Through the briars below the bridge. The dark river turning. At the bank the old man wraps the 

lead around the head of 202, tucks it in the halter. He takes the sack and shovel from the child, 

lifts the child off. The cow steps into the stream. Drinks. 

 Play or not, the old man says. I’m going to take a moment. 
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 The old man lays on the bank. The sack behind his head. 

 Downstream a large pool swells. Leaf litter slowing into it, spinning idly. A fisherman 

stands at the bottom, head bent over a fly he is tying to the tippet. Stares at the cow as his 

fingers work. He waves. 

 The old man waves back. We’ll be moving soon enough, he shouts. 

 The fisherman pins the fly to his jacket. Digs out nail clippers to trim the excess line. 

He shouts the fish may have never seen a Friesian before. Wouldn’t know enough to be afraid 

of it. 

 The fisherman squirts gel on his fingers. Rubs it into the fly. Besides. I believe this is a 

case where any inconvenience is warranted by the novelty of it. 

 The old man lifts his hand again. 

 The old man watches the child. The child stands in the river, off the bank. Stares back. 

The cow laps at the water and lifts it over her topline by jerking her head. The old man watching 

the child as he drifts to sleep. 

 The old man twitches and jolts as dark shapes drift across his mind. The heels of his 

boots dig into the sedge as he twists, leaving crescent cuts in the ground below him. He moans, 

a rising sound in his ribs that swells his chest. His arm rises and collapses against his side, as 

if, where he is, he is both the one swinging and being struck. His mouth open, slack-jawed. He 

starts to turn but folds onto his back again. The child, the child he utters, thrusting again. 

 The old man jerks awake. His eyes wide, dart around. His heart loud. He clutches at the 

ground and pulls himself up.  
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 The fisherman is gone. The black pool languid, still. The cow has pushed into some 

briar and lays in the shade. She chews her cud, her tail caught in the thorns. The child stands 

yet in the river, staring at him. 

 The old man exhales. Settles back in the grass. 

 Suddenly, the surface of the pool breaks. Seven heads rise out of the water. Eyes burst 

open, searching. Lifting. Seven teenagers, rings echoing off their bodies in the river. Their arms 

long and glinting. Their faces rough-hewn, condensed and mean. Turn about themselves as 

they climb to shore. 

 The old man, sleep-dazed. Pushes further against the bank. Blinks. Looks to the hurl in 

the grass but does not reach for it. 

 The teenagers move as a heaving stack. Water sliding down their pale chests, their bent 

lurching frames. A few spit into the weeds. They are no one the old man has seen before. They 

slap and prod at the naked backs of each other. Call out in baying sounds. One turns to him, 

silver-haired, keeps his eyes on him as they lean forward and climb the bank, trudging over the 

sedge grass.  

 

 

 

 

The old man walks the front of the shed after switching the milkers between cows. Watching 

the cars collect at the bog slide. He leans on the doorway, stoop and lank, stares until the milkers 

have been on too long. The crumbled road like a fallen ribbon, lost in the grass. He stops once 

while feeding heifers, hears the faint voices, and then resolves to finish chores without stopping 
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again. When he is done he sets the milkers to wash and walks the road. He leaves the child in 

the heifer shed. The child watches him go. 

 The old man stares at his wellies as he follows the lane. The manure heaving on the 

rubber. When he looks up he tilts and walks tilted, as if it is him and not the valley that is off 

kilter. That it is to him to plumb himself to what is in front of him. The soil overturned, the 

roots of the heather bared up. The landscape snagged as it shifts around him, turning, sliding 

away. Or the ground, the valley, the brush is still turning for all he knows. He looks down to 

his wellies.  

 By the time he comes upon them there are a handful of vehicles pulled off the shoulder 

and men standing at the edge of the heaved gley, looking into the empty valley. These men as 

things cast apart from it. Tuffs of grass buoyed on the rich turbulence, tipped to and fro. The 

soil, though having dried under the flat sky, is yet with black lustre, a darkness flowing towards 

them.  

The elderly shoemaker sits atop the bonnet of his Golf, licking his lips. Others lean on 

the car, gaze out. The priest to the side. His elbows in his hands. His head down. 

 They glance to the old man but do not turn around to acknowledge him. 

The earth broke open and what souls it might have loosed, says the shoemaker. Is that 

right, Priest? 

Ay, says the priest. 

Whatever has been lifted from the ground hangs above us now. Priest? 

Ay. 

Callaghan guffaws, kicks away broken tarmac. It tumbles into the muck. 
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The barber turns to Callaghan. Sure won’t the county be down. Take care of it and so. 

When your women are grey and your dog has died of age. We can sort out our own, 

Callaghan says. 

The old man steps forward. He leans, speaks to the heels of their shoes. I can smooth it 

down with a tractor bucket. It won’t be elegant, sure, but. 

Callaghan glances over his shoulder at the old man and then turns back. He grabs his 

belt, adjusting himself. The sedge, the bog grass, a thin wrapper half-discarded and folded in 

on itself. The branches of brush half-swallowed and straining out. Those gathered do not look 

away, as if doing so would allow the upturned soil to creep closer. 

The shoemaker lifts a wrinkled hand towards the broken road in front of them. I knew 

plenty of people that went that way for this or that, never coming back. 

Feeney and the barber nod their heads gravely. The rest stand motionless, rigid. Finally, 

McHugh turns to the shoemaker. You mean they moved away? 

The shoemaker looks into the distance, no longer interested in talking. 

There’s things out that way. Medicines and banks and barracks. We’re going to need 

them, Feeney says. 

Do we now? Callaghan says. 

Callaghan half-turns to the old man, looks him over again. Callaghan’s cheeks are red, 

thick with flesh. The old man meets his glare the way a bush dampens a stone pitched against 

it. 

It’s a sign of the end, the priest says. He nods towards the bog. 



                                                                                                                                                        Novel 

131 
 

Callaghan turns to McHugh. What were you doing out this way anyway? You were 

here nearly as early as Feeney.  

I have business. 

 This awakens the shoemaker. He stomps on his bonnet. Jesus, we were all our lives 

friends, Pat, and I’ve never known you to have business. 

I do my grocerying there. 

You don’t, Pat. 

In the big Tesco there. 

We have our own SuperValu, sure, says the shoemaker. For now, anyway. 

A few wagtails scatter along the slide. Land on the coarse cattail stalks tipped sideways. 

The road the men are separated from carries along the small hill, disappears with the edge of 

the valley. Bends away. 

McHugh scratches the back of his neck. Inhales sharply. It’s the frozen pizzas they 

have, see.  

The priest looks down by leaning the whole of himself forward, his frame held at an 

affected angle to the earth. His large palm moves underneath his soutane, pushing and 

mounding the pale flesh of his chest beneath it. His head tilts. We have to see this for what it 

is, he says. What it means. He looks to the old man.  

Well, says the barber. There mightn’t be anything I want out there, but I don’t like this 

idea of being cut off. We get one set of wheels across all that and it’ll be easier for the next. 

Jays, McHugh says. That’s probably fifty yards through all that nonsense. 

The shoemaker leans forward, narrows his eyes. That’s probably fifty yards, he says. 
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Callaghan blows his cheeks out, sends a rush of air between his teeth. He rubs his hands, 

paces the edge of the soil. The size of him growing. Tips himself one side, then the next. 

Alright, who’s going? Who wants to buck the wild? Pat? 

There’s something bigger here, the priest says. 

Feeney? Callaghan says.  

The old man pushes his way between McHugh and the barber. Stands on the lip of the 

road. Would you just let me top it over first? he says. It would take me ten minutes to head 

back and get the Ford. 

A low clatter-clack behind them, too rough and insistent to be the song of a bog bird. It 

grows, and then the Renault of Jimmy Haskins emerges from the walls of the lane, winding 

through the open. They turn and watch it in the distance, like an insect crawling through field 

grass. Its coughs and wheezes more apparent as it nears. The crescent of Jimmy’s forehead 

over the dashboard. Comes to a slow jolting halt in front of the slide. Jimmy rolls down the 

window, the glass moaning.  

Jimmy, Callaghan says.  

Jimmy nods. Straightens to be taller in the seat. 

How’s himself keeping? The shoemaker shouts, nodding towards the back. 

Oh, Jimmy says. Then says steady as ever. 

You have an aunt out there, don’t you Jimmy? Callaghan says. 

I do, sure. 

Jimmy Haskins leans out the open window and folds his arms over the door. Looks the 

old man over. The old man steps forward, as if called. Puts his hands on his hips. 



                                                                                                                                                        Novel 

133 
 

They say you’re crazy, Jimmy says. He spits into the weeds on the shoulder. Wipes the 

residue off his chin. The thing is, people around here love saying things. They say you’re 

dangerous because you hit people with your hurl. I say, you can’t say someone is something 

until you ask them first.  

Jimmy fingers a chewing gum out of a can on the dash. Sticks it in the back of his 

mouth. Are you crazy? 

The old man folds his arms over his chest. Looks to the bog slide, the puckered earth. 

Then back to Jimmy. I don’t know, he says. 

Well, Jimmy says. That’s an answer anyway. 

Come on Jimmy, Callaghan says, his voice rising. He taps the bonnet of the car with a 

hard palm. We’re getting you across this shite. 

The other men get behind the car, swing their elbows to loosen their arms. The 

shoemaker slowly climbs down. McHugh props his shoulder against the bumper, while the 

barber braces himself and plants his feet. 

The end, the priest whispers. He rubs his chest harder. 

Jesus, Priest, Jimmy Haskins says, rolling up the window. 

Jimmy pushes on the throttle, leaning back to reach his runners all the way. The car 

jolts ahead and bellows as it tries to climb the first rise of ground. The men groan and lean into 

it as they push it over and catch up to it and push again. Soil spits over their shoes. The car 

heaving. The old man finds an open spot on the boot and shoves into it. 

Callaghan spins off the car and faces him. Would you fuck off? We know the boy did 

it. Would you fuck off? Callaghan turns to the priest. You lending yourself or what, Priest? 
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The priest takes his hand from his soutane. Runs his fingers over his face. Glances up 

at the old man, then away. They make room for the priest on the Renault. 

The car spins ahead, bobbing over the terrain, sinking. The men fall in behind it and 

throw their weight at it again. The Colonel sits up in the backseat, looks around red-faced, and 

then lays down again. The car leaves deep tracks over the sloughed ground. Tipped at an angle. 

Inching towards the horizon. 

 

 

 

 

The old man knees 202 in the ribs. She lifts her head off the straw, lays it down. He knees her 

again. Come on now, you whore. She stretches her neck, rises. 

 He slips the halter over her face. Around her drawn eyes, ridged pools drying in the 

daylight. Hands the end of the rope to the child, the child leads her out of the front of the shed. 

She follows him. Sharp pin bones, open ribs, slack-barrelled. A slouching beast.  

 From the sick pen she has stuck her head out the open window of the shed every day. 

Not watching the old man approach or the cats slink under the eaves but staring into the east. 

Dull eyes on the horizon. Her neck stretching from the shed as if the shed is her body, cracking 

around her. 

Should have sent her in, the old man knows. And because he knows it he thinks he is 

soft. Old. He opened her sagging jaws, reached into her with a magnet and plunged it into the 

darkness of her reticulum. Poured calcium in. Everything falling silently to exhaustion inside 

her. He’ll put her in a paddock by the road with good grass, good grass an act of kindness as 
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the old man understands it. Their footsteps echo in the driveway. The cow reaches over to sniff 

the skull, then keeps walking. 

 A dark green lorry drives down the lane. Sidling on worn tyres. The fat arm of Geir 

Sullivan out the window, emerging from his silhouette. His eyes inside the cab like tarnished 

rivets, considering the child, considering the cow. He drives by twice a day, turns right at the 

end of the lane. Traces the boundaries of the old man’s property. As if he can cut it away.  

 The old man stands at the end of his driveway. Watching Geir Sullivan. Geir Sullivan 

watching him.  

 

 

 

 

The exhaust from the Ford coils and rises. Twists until it joins the grain dust sky at some hazy 

layer above the bog. The old man lowers himself over a stack of turf, clutches the bottom 

pieces, and lifts the pile towards the crawling tractor. Lowers and lifts again, his arms bowed 

in stiff angles. The ground wheezes with moisture underneath his wellies. Is drawn back to the 

earth as his footsteps fade behind him. The old man reaches into the cab, turns the Ford in a 

slow arc to begin another pass. Has just righted the tractor when the Honda Civic pulls along 

the shoulder. 

 The priest holds his garments tight across the tops of his wellies as he steps over the 

matgrass in the ditch. The purple stole lifts off him, settles again. He clutches the crucifix 

dangling over his chest, weaves through the rows of bundled turf. Lumbering, bulging figure 

curtained in black, the cloth drifting across the sedge. The old man reaches into the cab and 
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pulls the stopper by the child’s legs. The machine stills. The apparition of the motor-hum 

floating in the silence. The priest and farmer face each other on the bog. 

 You were right, Mulgannon, the priest says.  

The old man presses the hurl into the ground, steadies himself.  

I’ve been turned gutless, the priest says. You put a light to that. He looks into the back 

of the trailer. Does not let the air deflate from this chest as he breathes. 

I’m not asking for an apology and I’m not going to give one, the old man says. 

The child climbs out of the tractor. Holds the grab bar in one hand, his hurl in the other. 

The wood dragging over the steps. The child’s nimble movements dampened by the slack 

clothes fitted over him. Jumps off the last step, the skull rocking on his head.  

The priest does not look at the child but fixes on a point above him. The slope of his 

forehead glinting with damp. When the priest holds up the crucifix in front of him it is above 

the hill line and alone in an empty sky.  

Man, God and Devil, he says. The five of us will settle it now. 

You’re mad, the old man says. 

What would you have me do? the priest says. He still holds the crucifix in the air. Looks 

around him as if he expects the hedges to stir. The turf stacks to collapse around them. 

The old man’s face tightens. The tractor stands behind them on the bog plane. The door 

still open. He places his hurl in front of the child. 

I call upon Jesus Christ, with the power of the Almighty— 

Do not, the old man says. 
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A rook rises out of a distant hedgerow, cuts a soundless path across the sky. The two 

men watch it disappear into a stand of alders. 

The priest sits down on the step of the tractor. He reaches into his undercloth, fumbles. 

Pulls out a cigarette like a small bone plucked from his body. Leans on his knees as he lights 

it. Breathes in. 

The old man doesn’t loosen his grip on the hurl as he watches the priest. The priest 

staring at the bog weed. Smoke curling from his nostril and spreading over his face. His lips 

move, a faint echo of thought. A man deciding something. He tucks his undercloth neatly into 

his wellies. Then crushes the cigarette under the rubber heel and stands. 

I command you, unclean spirit, whoever you are— 

Get a hold of yourself, the old man says. 

Speak, demon, the priest barks. Speak! To what purpose do you insolently resist? To 

what purpose do you brazenly refuse? You are guilty before the Almighty, whose laws you 

have transgressed. You are guilty before the whole human race. 

The old man lifts the hurl from the ground and swings it.  

It hits the priest in the head. The priest jerks. Shields his face with one hand, lifts the 

crucifix with the other. Why do you stand and resist, knowing as you must that the Almighty 

brings your plans to nothing? 

The old man swings again. It strikes the priest in the side. The priest tries to grab the 

hurl but the old man yanks it free. The old man stands in front of the child. 

The priest crosses himself. In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy—it has to 

be done! the priest shouts as the old man feigns with the hurl.  
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The priest steps towards the child and the old man puts the shaft to his chest and pushes 

him back. Nearly falls himself from the momentum. The priest raises the crucifix again, reaches 

out. The old man leans back and swings the flat of the hurl. It strikes the hand that holds the 

cross and sends it tumbling through the air until it sinks into a hedgerow.  

What would you have me do? the priest yells. He grabs two pieces of turf, holds them 

perpendicular, and lunges at the child. The old man has only enough time to step into his path 

before they both fall to the ground at the child’s feet.  

The priest reaches the turf towards the child. Give place, he says, thrashing over the 

body of the old man. Saliva spurting from the edge of his lips. Give way! The old man pulls at 

the priest’s elbows and presses his chin into the side of his ribs. The skin on the priest’s arm 

bleached white from being pulled taut. The cords rising in the old man’s neck. His tongue 

straining from a gaping mouth.  

The ground beneath them stirs, shifts. The land splays open as wet soil flows across the 

valley. 

The child standing at the foot of the bog slide. His hurl in the grass. 

 

 

 

 

The old man ploughs. 
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 The child with him, in the corner, the old man having set down a bundle of sacks for 

the child to sit on but the child has bunched them against the glass. His features inside the skull 

filtered by the dust in the air. 

 The soil cast before the mouldboards, turning over the calm. The ground soft, tilting 

under the tyres. The radio plays, but in its static falls indistinguishable from the sounds of a 

working machine. The shares rise up intermittently when hitting rocks, then slink quietly back 

into the ground. 

 The child sits with his legs to his chest. Leans on his knees. His shock of soft skin inside 

the ridges of bone. Sometimes the old man thinks of things he would say to the child but he 

does not say them. He thinks the child prefers it this way, but perhaps only because he himself 

prefers it. The child is with him and he still has him and that means things. That is something 

they both know and does not have to be said. 

 He looks behind him to find ground unturned, a strip of weeds swaying. A share stuck 

upon the coulter and hovering over the field. He puts the tractor in neutral and lowers the 

throttle. Has one hand on the grab bar but looks at the child a long time. The skull stares ahead. 

The old man pushes through the door, descends the steps. 

 The old man looks up to the sky out of old habit but knows that it holds nothing for 

him. He follows the greyness and expects it to be bunched at the edges or rimmed in shadow. 

Lighter towards the top where it might thin. But it is undifferentiated. Steel. Is a grey that filters 

through the trees and the space between leaves, stills them in the daylight. Presses on the 

horizon. 

 The old man kicks at the coulter, the share. He takes a large stone and throws it against 

them. The sharp edge of the disk already cutting into the mouldboard, wearing a groove. The 

old man lowers himself to the ground at the front of the plough so he can kick at the share at a 
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better angle, kicks at it. That the sky would darken and pull the colours from the earth. Or that 

it would rain and put something between itself and the land, a falling haze to cushion its weight. 

Or that it was layered so the old man could slip his hand into its folds. Or that it was close 

enough for him to reach up and pull out its heart. 

 The tractor lurches ahead. The plough collapses on the old man. 

 The tractor itself rocks to a stop but the sprung pressure of the mouldboard slams into 

the old man’s chest. The air leaves his body in a carnal gasp. Rushes into the sky. He stares up 

and sees nothing. His ribs flexed on the verge of shatter. His arm flails, strikes at the ground. 

The pulse of the engine transmits through the steel of the machine and overwhelms his own 

heartbeat. 

 He pushes his head back, strains. Feels the iron grip him harder. Sees the skull in the 

back window. Framed. Everything around it in shadow. The skull watching him. 

 The old man waits to be taken up, to be borne by something larger. He waits for the 

swell of relief after it has stunned away the parts of himself yet on the earth and for it to blind 

him into oblivion. He waits to be dissolved into nothing but the memories of what he did, what 

he stood for. He is ready to be part of the story that the land tells. To be cast into a thousand 

pieces and be taken in by it. To be of the things that make it. He waits, but feels only the sky 

on top of him. 

The lever, the old man wants to say. Lift the lever. Only a trickle of air comes out. His 

mouth shapes the words, trembling.  

 The old man swings his arm, feels it brush a small stone. 

 He strains, pushes against the ground again to see the child. The child doesn’t move.  
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 It was already in the way of things, the old man ponders with fleeting clarity, that the 

child should come to kill him. He might have asked for it even, in a way that the child would 

understand. Perhaps it is a form of love, a type that the old man can give, to allow the child to 

do it. His own self has pooled in the scars on his body and this ploughshare may collect it all 

beneath it as it presses him out of his thoughts. His body and mind parting. 

 The old man scrapes at the earth around him, in short, disjointed stabs. His eyes bulging, 

unmoving, as he wheezes. 

 

 

 

 

The old man runs a pen knife through the white plastic on the bale. Moves through it smoothly. 

Unzipping it. 

 After he balls the plastic in his arms and casts it aside he takes a pitchfork and thrusts 

it into the bale. He lets it stick in there, half-expects blood to come out. And then draws it free 

and starts undressing it, dragging hay to the yearlings.  

 The cattle crowd along the bunk and strain for it. The old man sings while he pulls it to 

them. Heifer, heifer, you’re a dumb slut. Always wanting hay up front. He fills half of the bunk 

with forage and then stops. Looks up to the sky through the dusty windows. Stabs the fork into 

the bale again. 

 He kicks at the stones among the gravel and they scatter out of his way, bounding, until 

they sink into the lawn grass. Swipes his hurl in front of him with both hands as he steps, 

grunting aloud. Swings left, swings right. Picks up an old can of WD40 lying in the weeds, 
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tosses it in the air, and bats it into the hedge. He stops at the end of his driveway and stands 

with his hand on his hips.  

 After a few minutes Geir Sullivan’s lorry creeps down the lane, heaving. He leans his 

head out the window to stare at the old man as he passes, chewing. The flesh in his face rippling. 

Taps his fingers on the driver’s side door. Lifts them at the old man, reaching towards him. 

 The old man puts the hurl on his shoulder. Turns to follow the vehicle as it passes. 

 The old man watches the lorry until it is out of view. Then returns to the heifer shed, 

pulls the fork out. He gathers a mound of hay and takes it to the heifers. They shove against 

each other and push over the brisket bar. The old man rubs their foreheads. Sings, Oh Geir is 

not too bright. Wait till I bollox him right. 

 

 

 

 

The old man, the child, walk into the Clarke Martin. Tables half-dissolved in the pale light. 

The ends of the room fade away into silhouette, oblivion bleeding into the edge of view. Dust 

hangs in the grey air by the windows, waiting to be pulled by someone’s breath. On the bar, 

lamplight skidding off wood panels. Vacant chairs spread across the floor, all facing some 

empty wall. 

In one corner sit the politician and O’Donnell. The politician forward on his elbows, 

O’Donnell arched back over the chair, watching the old man, the child pass. On the other side, 

Gill, Lonegan, Farrar. Slumped and prostrate until one lifts his head to talk. The conversations 
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from both tables cross each other over the creaking floor. The child pulls a stool away from the 

bar, sits with the ex-farmers. As one apart. The old man picks up his pint, joins them as well. 

 The three aging men slouch, staring in angles. Gill lifts his finger to the old man. Well, 

you look wretched. 

 Worse than before, really, Lonegan says. 

 The old man looks at the child. Pulls on the belt loop to raise the child’s trousers. The 

child pulls back. Same old song, he says. Have you nothing better? 

 Barely a conversation that isn’t about you Íosac, Lonegan says. 

 Farrar says talk and talk. About Íosac Mulgannon. He grunts, nods his head at the other 

table. Refolds his arms. 

 The politician licks the Guinness head off his lip. He taps a beer mat at O’Donnell. A 

duck’s quack doesn’t echo and no one knows why, he says. 

 Would you fuck off. 

 Do you think he’s really cursed, then? the politician says. Touched, so? 

 The boy? 

 Some odd sky around here. 

 O’Donnell shakes his head. Pauses. Then shakes it again. He’s just a boy. And that’s 

weather. Science, like. He stares at the back of the child sitting on the stool. 

 Malachy pushes through the rear door. It cleaves and snaps behind him. They’re gone. 

He throws up his hands, his shirt pulled tight against his paunch. They’re god damn gone. Then 

he’s through the door again. Cursing. 
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 I’m afraid of death, Lonegan says. He looks at the other men. I am, but I don’t see 

myself dying. But Íosac, you do. 

 You’re saying I’m a bit mental. 

 If you weren’t you’d keep better company, Gill says. 

 The old man reaches through the bone, touches the child on the face. The child recoils. 

Ran over by the rota-spreader once, he says. Sleeve got caught on the auger before. I’ve been 

knocked in the head more than a few times. Bit of a cruel joke still being around, all in all. 

 Farrar starts laughing. A derisive cackle, rising. He lifts off the seat. Finally settles, 

belly-still. 

 If there’s something bigger than all this it should have taken me by now, the old man 

says. 

 Malachy comes back. Red-faced, dim-eyed. He puts a towel over his head and leans 

against the whiskey stand. Those instruments sat along the back bench there for as long as I 

had this place. The cloth over his mouth folds and refolds as he talks. Now they’re gone. Taken, 

it seems. 

 The child lowers himself off the stool. He walks slowly between the tables, one step at 

a time, dragging his feet. He tips his head back, swings it side to side. The shadow-pits of the 

open eyes scanning the room, his own breath grazing over the flat teeth. The skull always in a 

pained, bawling phrase. 

 The politician wrinkles his brow. Glances at Malachy and then back to his companion. 

 Some state of things, O’Donnell mutters.  

 All natural and so, the politician says. Sure, now. Sure. 
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 O’Donnell moves his shoulders against the back of the chair. It creaks loudly, 

resounding between the panel walls, until he sets himself again. Mulgannon, he’s a bit off, sure. 

But the boy. Isn’t he nothing more than a boy? 

 Could it be all in our heads, then? 

 Everything is in the head. What should be there and shouldn’t be there I don’t know. 

 Malachy puts down fresh pints on the table of the politician and O’Donnell. Then on 

the table of the white-haired men. Drink, won’t you? Sad day, Lads. Someone might as well 

have some good from it. 

 The child passes Malachy. The skull swings its fleshless gaze over him. Silent. Turns 

away. 

 Gill grabs the arm of the old man and clutches it tight. You’re already gone, Íosac 

Mulgannon. I’m not going to say goodbye to you yet. But I’m not going to be surprised when 

the news comes. 

 Lonegan tenders the new pint to the side. I’ll speak for myself or for the table, as seen 

fit, but I want to say that we were always friends of yours. 

 The shapes of the people outside pass through the lettering on the fogged window. Drift 

by soundless. Inside, old bale hooks, sickle blades, rake wheels suspended over the patrons, 

give texture to the shadows above. A clock hangs on the wall, its glass dusty. The numbers 

vague behind it. In a corner a fireplace that is not lit. 

 I was thinking the other day, O’Donnell says. Mulgannon is in a tight spot, now isn’t 

he? You could see why he wouldn’t send the boy away, mad or no. 

 Do you think he’s taking care of the boy in the right way? 
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 The welfare lady seemed to think otherwise. 

 The child passes by the politician, causing him to hunch down and whisper towards 

O’Donnell. Did she think or did she ask? 

 You have to be a bit human about it all, O’Donnell says. 

 You do! You do! says the politician. 

 But then there’s the bigger picture. The greater good and all. 

 The boy or the all of us, if that’s the way it is. Is that what you’re saying? The politician 

rips his beermat into four pieces and then stacks them. Part of me feels for Mulgannon, the 

politician says. Mad or no. I get it, see. 

 The duck’s quack. Is that shite now? 

 The politician shrugs. Read it on a cereal box. 

 The front door swings open. A handful of townspeople push into the Clarke Martin, 

cluttering around the bar. Are they gone? Jesus, Malachy. Are they gone? A few take off their 

hats, knead them in their hands. They look about them as if seeing the pub for the first time. 

The Sheehan leans against the wall with one arm, his head down. 

 Gallagher runs her hand along the fabric of the empty bench. By God, they’re gone. 

 Like the fecking wind, Malachy says. He opens the dishwasher just to slam it shut. 

 The patrons settle between the two occupied tables. They drape their coats over their 

legs, nod at the elderly men on one side, the politician and O’Donnell on the other. Fold their 

hands on the table as they wait to be served. Their stares inevitably pulled to the bare wall that 

once supported banjos and fiddles.  
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 The Sheehan is the last person standing. They were here ever since I remember and 

now they’re not. He shakes his head and finally sits down. 

 The old man grabs the child, pulls him onto his knee. Clench-fisted on the child’s 

waistline to still him. Twists the fabric in his hand. The skull faces him. Feigns at him as if to 

bite. 

 The thin rushing noise of the Guinness tap and an occasional sigh. A stray creak in the 

floorboards. The townspeople stoop over their own arms laying flaccid on the table. They 

awaken only to take the pint Malachy hands to them. Faces down, sagging, like rocks 

overturned by the plough. Molony pulls on his beard. They’ll have the Barrys from our press 

before long. 

 Gill stands, scans the room. He catches the eye of the politician. Says to him did you 

know that the Icelanders came and took the best looking women off us long ago? They proved 

it. 

 The politician straightens. Looks to O’Donnell and then to Gill. They’d hardly be back 

for more. 

 That’s the thing, Gill says, lifting a finger. Drawing the politician closer. They know 

we wouldn’t expect it now. 

 A few murmurs spread across the room. Some clutch their pints, pull them a little 

tighter. 

 Jaysus, they got away with it once, Gill says. That’s all I’m saying.  

 The Sheehan rises slowly, the table shaking from his grip, and stands over the empty 

bench. He bends and clutches at something unseen, but when he turns around and moves his 
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fingers everyone understands he is plucking the banjo that isn’t there. The shape of their loss 

in his hands. He closes his eyes in concentration. No one knew that he could play. 

 Magee stands beside him and unlatches a violin. The silence is greater now, coming 

from two instruments. Magee’s arm sways in an even line and some of those seated are tipped 

to and fro with it. The King girl is a guitar player, one of the town’s best, and so some glance 

in her direction until she sighs and rises too. 

 The unplayed melody washes over the bar. It fills those listening and swells inside them. 

The musicians keep it steady and in time. The words that aren’t sung tell about the things they 

already know, and of things they don’t want to put names on. It drifts between them, pulling 

on them. No one taps their foot. No whooping. Those seated glance at the others around them 

and smile mournfully and turn back to the performance. 

 No one stirs as the musicians put their instruments away and sit down. 

 

 

 

 

The child and the old man lay side by side. In the dark. The old man’s hands holding the book 

in front of him, disembodied by shadow. Reads. *[Third party copyright material removed] 

The child still, motionless. The old man looks over to see that the eyes of the child are still 

open and they are. The old man turns the page. *[Third party copyright material removed] 

The old man bunches the duvet and props the book on it. Grabs the hurl. Slaps its face 

into his palm and then slaps it again. *[Third party copyright material removed] 
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The whole bed jolts. Louder. The child is shook as he lays. Rocking in the sheets. 

 

 

 

 

The old man walks along the bunks, clearing the cows from the alley to scrape the shed. The 

smell of musty fermentation pushed from their mouths in even draws. He leans on the brisket 

bar, reaches the hurl forward, taps on a cow’s loin. Limps ahead. Leans on the bar, reaches the 

hurl again. The cows step back, untangle themselves from the group, gingerly feel for space 

with their back legs. Pass through the open gate, to the pasture. 

 One Friesian lifts up on her rear feet, mounts another cow. Hooves scrape against the 

concrete. The old man sits on the windowsill, slumping. Its cobwebs clinging to his back. The 

cow on top thrusts her pelvis, her teats swinging below her. Then dismounts. Settles herself 

before lifting her chin off the back of the other cow. 

 The old man leans on the glass, the hurl against his knee. He watches the mounted cow, 

finds himself looking through her. Finally says wait now. He grabs the tail paint and follows 

after her. 

 She stands, her loin flexing as if bracing again. The old man puts a red X on her hind 

leg, to remember to breed her tomorrow. The mark like a wound, torn flesh. He slaps her thigh 

but she doesn’t move. 

 The vacuum of the wash tank shuts off. Followed by the shed lights. The heifers begin 

to lie in their pens, putting their knees down and then tucking their rear legs, having been 
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grained. The dusk-to-dawn light on the front of the cubicle shed starts to flicker and then settles 

into a dull purple glow in the dusk. 

 The old man leaves the shed, trudges the worn path to the house. Head down. His hurl 

drags behind him in the grass. A handful of cows still linger near the gate. Between them, 

across their bodies, the words Emma, Ache, I, Sometimes. 

 

 

 

 

The old man disks. Pulls the coulters over the ground he has ploughed, pulls apart the 

magnetism of the earth, its affinity for itself, makes the ground suitable for planting. Ryegrass 

for summer hay. He turns off the lane, lowers the disk. Disks. 

 He drives the Ford. Keeps the frontend loader on because he likes to have his work 

before him, not look behind at a hitch. The tractor has aged, weathered. Is small and light, but 

has its call on soft ground. More than that, the old man takes it out to see that it still goes. That 

it is not fragile and only for the shed. 

 The first pass of the tractor along the lane, the outer edge of his field darkened with 

upturned soil, the colour drifting off. The ground lifting and falling wetly. The sagging fence 

along the lane, shaped around Nancy O’Rourke’s pasture, is gone. As is the scrub brush. The 

paddock has been ploughed, disked. A bride dragged to a sudden marriage. Young John Allen 

traces the contour of the field with his planter, planting corn. 
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 When the breeze blows the old man receives it through the open windows, abridged. 

Other times it is the exhaust that surrounds him. Fills him. A figure inside the rattling glass. A 

shape bent forward. 

 Young John’s planter plants six rows at a time. Young John, the old man thinks, Young 

John. A new-born calf stumbling towards the teat. The old man looks over his shoulder, checks 

the disk. Steadies the front wheel. The old man supposes Young John should not be blamed. 

 The ground is soft. The tractor wheels tunnel small channels in the earth that are raked 

over by the coulters. The stir of the engine is loud. So is the prattle of metallic joints behind 

him. It is a ceaseless rumble that slides between the inside of the skull and the images pressed 

against it. A lubrication that sends his thoughts spinning. His body settles into the rhythms of 

work. Swaddled by the vibration of the machine.  

 The pleasure of fieldwork is that he cannot wonder, cannot feel like he should be doing 

something else, more, because there is nothing more he can do than go to the end of the field, 

turn around, and go to the other end. And the old man goes to the end of the field with the disk. 

The bucket bobs in front of the tractor as the tractor rocks from the strain. Over the roughness 

of the hurled land. He stares ahead, over the right front wheel, uses it as his sextant to keep 

himself, the tractor, straight, but really finds himself gazing off at some vague point above the 

bonnet and below the horizon. Allen, that whore. 

 The old man looks over his shoulder. At the soil that is cultivated, the soil that is not, 

and the coarse border between them. He will have to dress the field a second time, maybe a 

third, because his disk is light. His shoulders begin to ache in the familiar way, the primal chant 

ricocheting inside his skin. The old man disks, and will disk until the field is done. Ready to 

be seeded. 
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 Allen is smug, the old man decides, as their two tractors jostle in parallel, only the lane 

between them. The old man looks at him. Allen stares ahead, at the field he works. He is not a 

man tested and tried, and therefore not worthy. He does not struggle as good men do, does not 

feel the hunger, pain inside. He is not a man called, but to which it is given. The lane that 

separates them is a line that pre-existed them. One already in place as they came upon it. Allen’s 

tractor is faster, heavier. It passes the Ford, reaches the headlands, and turns away. 

 The old man moves along the ground. The fog of exhaust surrounds him, clothes him, 

puts the things around him in a haze. A settled heat upon him. Rooks circle behind him, loud. 

Prod at the turned soil. The old man is juddered in the seat. Atop the currents of the world that 

stretch over it. Inside him runs a fenceline pulled off its insulators. The old man has stood. He 

is the rock they turn the ploughs around. The old man is a bundle of rhythms that echo over the 

valley. The old man is. 

 The hands of the old man grip the wheel, turn it suddenly over the lane. The coulters 

rattle and scrape against the road. Are just as quickly muted as the old man guides it along the 

edge of Young John’s field. The old man stands on the top step. The tractor presses ahead, on 

its own.  

 The tractor of Young John eases to a halt, his planter stilling. He opens his door. Peers 

out with a hand on the grab bar. 

 The old man pulls his belt strap. His trousers wither at his ankles. He lifts a stream of 

piss into the paste-grey horizon. Falling to Allen’s ground. 

 Young John a silhouette inside his machine. His knees, his wellies—the rest falling to 

shadow. A figurine with its face glazed a single colour. A dismembered weed blows against 

his front tyre, is pulled away. His door closes. 
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 The old man turns into his own field. Doubles back to continue the pass made with the 

disk. Falls into place and disks. His hands gripping the steering wheel, kneading it, his vision 

on the front tyre and it turns, turns. He snorts and snaps mucous on the floor, the edge of the 

seat. Keeping the Ford straight. The disk bounces over stones, leaves marks over the top of 

them. He looks over his shoulder and there is the John Deere of Young John Allen, charging 

across the soil. 

     The John Deere is in road gear. The seed boxes behind it bounce up and down like 

fingers drummed on a knee. Shifts and goes faster. Jerks as it crests the risen boundary of the 

lane. 

 Young John Allen thrusts into the old man’s field, his tractor heaving. He lowers the 

planter without slowing, the marking arm swung down to cleave the ground around it. 

 The old man pushes the clutch. Watches through a dusty window. 

 Young John drops seed around the old man. He swings in a wide, violent arc, the 

coulters in the front of the machine pulling apart the ground and the back of it pressing in the 

kernel. A contamination that will spring corn plants in his hayfield. Six lines traced in the 

disked and undisked ground. Fallen rainbow of the colourless sky. Young John Allen shouts 

behind the heavy glass, but it is drowned out by his own engine. The planter lifts just before 

crashing over the lane again. 

 The old man, the old man, he is one called. To stand, against the times, to remain, resist 

and be counted as one that had to be slain because he would not kneel, submit. To be found not 

wanting. He descends the steps of the Ford, a man emerging from the dark haze to champion, 

fight. He circles behind his machine, pulls the pin of the disk, and drops it in the clay. 

 The Ford howls as the old man pushes the throttle to its reach, the seat below him 

shaking, feigning, pulling at the reigns. He lifts his wellies and the Ford lurches. Bouncing over 
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the field. Bucket raised, poised. The hydraulic lines along the arms like tendons stretched taut. 

Smalls wheels spinning, spinning. Throwing the ground of Young John’s field behind him. 

Marring the planted rows, cutting into them, fouling their edges. 

 The John Deere paces forward, steeping the soil. Young John stands on the top step, 

grabs the lip of the bonnet. He looks over it at the old man coming. 

 The Ford turns in.  

Young John sees it. Freezes. Stares. He jerks his machine to a halt. The old man turns 

sharper. 

 The narrow bucket pierces the planter, springing a yellow shatter of plastic and seed. 

Shards pitch into the air like turning blades. The coils give, fling. One leaps into the sky like a 

brown trout, over the John Deere’s cab, and falls to the soil. The planter rocks, tilts. The wheels 

of the Ford spin and push and push. The bucket drives into the frame of the equipment. Finally 

snaps the tongue, toppling it. 

 Young John Allen pounds on the bonnet. His eyes heated stone. He screams but the 

whine of the John Deere’s engine floods his words. The old man reverses. 

The old man stands on the steps of his tractor as he drives away. A figure cast openly 

against the grey horizon. 
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The old man at the kitchen table in the dark. Pulls on his wellies, heels sliding in the rubber, 

finding their shape. Clumps of mud fall to the lino and shatter. He pushes the hurl off the floor 

and rises. The lino below the edge of the table heavy with pocked dents. Empty eye sockets, 

looking up to the old man. The child stands in the hallway. The old man slips on his cap, steps 

into the lawn. The door open behind him.  

 Come on then, he says, crossing the driveway. 

Their wellies clap off the lane in the night. The child steps a little behind, like an echo 

trailing the old man. The old man fed twine through the belt loops and knotted it to keep the 

child’s trousers tight. Rolled up the sleeves of his geansaí and sometimes stops to fold them 

again, against the child’s pull. When he lets go the child walks with his head down. The skull 

swaying side to side and searching the darkness. 

 Clouds seal over the sky and dampen the moon. Everything in degrees of shadow and 

the idea of things and not the things themselves. Blackberries couched in the brush, half-

concealed in the branches. The old man picks them as he passes. Hand plunging the leaves 

without fear of thorns, bristles, plucking them with short, deft motions. He holds them out for 

the child, but child does not look at his hand. 

 Trees tilting in the hedgerows. Hay fields rustle. The ghosts of the landscape made 

uneasy, stirring and closing in. The smell of old stone rises from the walls around them. The 

old man throws a berry at the child. It bounces off the ivory curve of the bone’s temple. The 

child winces. Bats at the darkness. The old man throws another one, but the child does not 

react. 

 Devaney sits at the kitchen table. Steam rising from the cup of tea in front of him, 

twisting around his knuckles. He’s out there again, he yells towards the bedroom. 
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 Why do you wait for him? Her voice comes through the closed door, muffled. Go to 

bed. 

 Devaney opens a packet of Bourbon Creams. Bites one in two. Chews in silence. Every 

time he looks away he has to stare through his own reflection to see Mulgannon and the boy 

again. The farmer drags the hurl behind him and if Devaney listens carefully he can hear it 

scraping. A lonely keening into the night. The child walks close to him, at his side. Always at 

his side. 

 He is a man at the end, Devaney thinks. And that would throw anyone off. The first 

night he had seen the old man walk by he had the impression he was a man measuring who he 

was and what he had become. In the years since Devaney has not changed his mind. He has 

seen it in other men. People, getting older, for whom life seems more uncertain instead of more 

settled. The past floods into the present until it’s a struggle to keep them in different corners. It 

would throw anyone off. A walk helps to clear the head.  

 Is he gone yet? a voice shouts from the bedroom. Would you go to bed? 

 The child’s wellies leave stains on the road, the wet of blackberries. Dark half-circles 

that follow after him like the tracks of an animal. He keeps his head down. Swings his small 

limbs sombrely. The old man clicks his hurl against the walls. Glances at the child. Then, in a 

burst, the old man throws his shoulder into him. The child falls to the ground. 

 The skull looks up to him, open-mouthed.  

 Toughen up, now. 

 The old man wedges the hurl under the thighs of the child, scoops him up with the flat 

of the head. Forces the child to his feet. The old man freezes, arms suspended. Thinks he heard 

something behind them. The child reluctantly catches himself, keeps walking. 



                                                                                                                                                        Novel 

157 
 

 Originally Keane thought it was coincidence that every time he got up to piss at night 

it was when Íosac Mulgannon went by. Maybe it was at first. Now they are either synchronized 

in some odd, queer way, or Mulgannon has a gravity that pulls on the people around him. 

 Keane is not sure that he can actually make out the features in the dark, and that they 

are sad and lonely, or just thinks he sees them and figures that’s how they are. There’s plenty 

of lost old lads in the world, Keane thinks. But Mulgannon, well. He’s more turned about than 

most. Hell, sure what does anyone know? 

 He used to be normal once. At least Keane thinks he heard that. He farmed as other 

men had farmed, kept right the balance between the high stool and the pew. Jaysus, he even 

saw him dance once at the annual, Keane thinks. Probably wasn’t bad. And Jaysus, Keane 

thinks. Now he’s outside my window when I piss. Out there in the dark, looking for things as 

he knew them. 

 Whitethorns lean over the top of the stone walls. Into the alley. Because of it the alley 

seems much higher above them, themselves much deeper in it. The old man enjoys the stillness 

of the night, of being the only thing that moves through it. But it also makes him uneasy. You’re 

a sour thing, he tells the child. Jerks at the child, but the child does not flinch. Steps at the child 

again. His chest out. His fists half-raised. The child smiles. Stares up to him with the skull half-

tipped. 

 You think I’m weak? the old man shouts. 

 He runs at the child with the hurl and the child runs in front of him. 

 Mary Flaherty shudders, a cold chill running along her side, and that’s how she knows 

Íosac is passing by. She crosses herself. She stands along the wall, looking through slits in the 

curtain. She is careful not to make contact with the folds in the fabric and signal her presence. 
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She is not one to draw attention to herself. The windowsill is crowded with half-burned candles, 

but there is a space for her hand as she leans forward. 

 Íosac. His mother had told her mother once that she had meant for him to be a good 

man, and so she wanted to name him Isaac. It was a time in the country when you couldn’t give 

your children English names, though, so she called him Íosac. Mary still believes he’s a good 

man, deep down. But he is one possessed. It is the child, she knows. The child has turned him 

around and off-kilter, because of the things he would do for the child. A dark attachment Íosac 

confuses for love. He is not the children Íosac would have had, had he left the island. If he 

made different choices. She lights a candle again as he passes by her window. Then crosses 

herself and says his name again.  

 

 

   

 

202 stops over a puddle, a flooded corner of the car park in town. Dissolves her own reflection 

by drinking from it, inhaling rainwater in long draws. The white lines below the pool emerging 

again. The old man takes the child off her back and sets him in the water. Splashes it towards 

the child, onto his trousers, playing. The skull looks up to him. 

 The old man’s father would take him to town when he was the age of the child. The 

town a strange, unfamiliar place where people leaned in doorways silently and did not plant 

things. He watched his father and brother leave for it on bicycles every week or two, and 

wonder about it while they were gone. When he was old enough to go he stared at the rowed 



                                                                                                                                                        Novel 

159 
 

houses, concrete structures. At the sweet shop, the market, and the people who passed without 

saying hello. At that age he marvelled at the town and swore that he would never live there. 

 202 flicks her tongue absently at the pool and the old man decides she is done and pulls 

her across the car park. Taking the halter on one side, the child’s hand in the other. Stale water 

clings to the hair on the cow’s chin, drops to the tarmac as her head swings. The lot empty and 

cracking, stretched between declining buildings. The child taking exaggerated steps to match 

that of the old man’s, the cow’s. 

 An old grey Peugeot bounds through the opposite entrance of the car park. Faded paint, 

dented bonnet. Rushing towards them. The old man continues ahead and then hesitates when 

the car does not turn. The vehicle hits a pothole, jerks front to back, does not slow. A hand out 

the window points at them.  

 The old man jerks the child right but collides into the cow’s front leg. The glare of the 

windscreen conceals those behind it, flickers as it rocks. The engine raising in pitch as it thrusts 

ahead. The old man turns the other way but has not thought to drop the lead rope and 202 

cannot follow his pull quickly enough. The Peugeot upon them.  

 The old man turns his back, flinches. 

 The battered car veers and then turns sharply, circling at full speed. The tyres shriek, 

leave dark scars. Haze rises from the tread. The old man looks up to see the Peugeot crammed 

with teenagers, glaring at him. The steering wheel cranked as they spin furiously. The old man 

holds the child, the cow, and turns with the vehicle. 202 kicks her legs out and jolts wide-eyed, 

her hooves landing on the tarmac like gunfire. The old man tangles in the rope, trips. Exhaust 

explodes from the whirling car, joins the smoke from the howling tyres, is black and heavy. 

One boy, lanky ginger, now lays over the legs of the others in the back and they heave his torso 
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out the window. His arms reaching towards the child in the haze, a crazed sneer on his face. 

He bites at the air.  

 The old man dizzies, stumbles. Grabs the cow’s neck as he collapses.  

The car speeds off, shattering the puddle on its way out of the car park. The hand still 

pointing. Crude laughter trailing it. 

 

 

 

 

The loader bounces down the lane. Bucket in the air, the chain’s end dangles in front of him 

like the fraying threads of the tractor. The vibrations of the machine pass through the old man’s 

loins. Makes him taller, wider. The dust of the cab carried between the walls with him, 

suspended inside the glass. The old man stares ahead, unblinking. 

 He pushes on the clutch. The tractor’s momentum swings it into the paddock, through 

the open gate and along the fenceline. He stops.  

Someone stands over 202. 

 A round-shouldered woman, large. She stoops forward like something suddenly reared 

up on its hind legs. She leans to the cow and takes pictures of it. Electric shocks of light over 

the slumped creature, 202 with its mouth, tongue out. The only sound the quiet gas weaving 

inside it. The woman has curly hair fringed over a broad face.  

 The old man jumps out of the tractor. Hurl dragging behind him. He lifts it up. 

 He starts to swing.  



                                                                                                                                                        Novel 

161 
 

 Íosac Mulgannon? ISPCA. 

 The woman carries a notebook, writes in it. She doesn’t offer her hand. 

 The old man rocks on his feet. The raised hurl lifted higher. 

 Is this your animal, Mr. Mulgannon? 

 He looks her over. Runs his tongue back and forth along his teeth. Finds it pulsing there.  

 Is this your animal, Mr. Mulgannon?  

He exhales. Leans on the hurl instead. Fits back into the shape of himself. Was, he says. 

I believe it’s God’s now. 

 He bends in closer to her. Squints. To face him what darkness must be inside her? He 

looks her over again. 

 Heavy air, pale day. The grey sky turns the world into an empty shed. The dead pile 

behind him, the trees that bend over it and glinting bones emerging from the hedge grass. But 

they are here, on this empty plane. Man, woman, cow.  

 The woman says would you like to comment on the condition of the animal? 

 Hardly died of a broken heart, the old man says. 

 You’re stating that the animal was well looked after? She writes more. 

 A heat passes over him. His breath snags. You can’t ask me that. 

 She glances up to him, pauses. 

 You a farmer then? he says. 

 ISPCA. She taps her badge with a brusque flick. 
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 You’re not a farmer then you’d hardly know cows and what befalls them. Was it Allen 

then? He called it in? 

 To stand there as she does, to oppose him and give him something to oppose. To scowl 

and push against him. He is old, but, as she now shows him, not void of natural welling. 

 The woman says nothing. She flips a page and takes notes. The old man leans towards 

her notebook. She bends away. He shifts on his feet and jabs his hurl into the ground. 

 Her breath blows over her upper lip, is audible. The tart smell of chlorine rises around 

her where she sterilized her boots going into farms and out of them. She tips her head from one 

side to the next, something under her skin grinding against itself. She sighs. The old man would 

spit onto the ground if his mouth was not so dry. 

 What’d she have? the woman asks. 

 Not hardware, no milk fever. Sometimes you just don’t know. Didn’t catch from the 

bull, for all her trying. 

 So you didn’t contact a vet then? 

 Four hundred quid to have her die the same? 

 Are you saying you did not have the funds available to properly care for this animal? 

She looks up to him suddenly. The muscles in her neck reverberate. Her clothes flex and release 

as she breathes. 

 He says, I’m saying I know what a vet is good for and what he is not.  

 You don’t scare me. 

 Her shape is a thick layer of heft and nothing inside but darkness. When he enters her 

he will be in there alone. The world is a grey flat common they stand on but inside her, he 
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thinks. A pool of hot shadows. And when he leaves her the darkness will pour out of her and 

swallow them all and he would be ready for it.  

 Get off my place, the old man says. You haven’t the right to be here. 

 She again lifts the laminated name card clipped to her shirt. She doesn’t look up from 

scrawling on the paper. 

 The old man quivers. His head tilted back. His waist tips forward, imperceptibly. 

 He says can you be so daft as to not see this as a setup job? Do you know Young John? 

 Mr. Mulgannon. 

 You’re not listening to me. 

 She continues to write. He puts the flat of his hurl on her notebook. She lets the papers 

fall to her side, grasping them with a large hand. Stares at him like a parent admonishing a 

child. 

 He grimaces, then rolls his head around, slowly. The flash of his bright eyes looking at 

her. She is a heavy thing. She stands before him, calling herself his opposite. Looking at her 

pulls him into pacing, gripping his hurl tightly in both hands. Crushing the pasture grass 

beneath him. The call heavy on the old man. The things that move the world lying in wait, 

prone. Asking, and asking of him. An axle snaps inside him, slips a joint. For him to be 

someone who stands, and she a thing bending before him. For him to be. He throws his hands 

up. Huries back to the tractor. 

 When he returns she’s on one knee, taking pictures. Close-ups of the bloating head, 

nude teeth. Her pant leg wet with pasture moisture. The rubber of her wellies bent, sleek and 

raw. He has a hacksaw.  
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She stands up quickly. Mr. Mulgannon, you’ll have an opportunity to state your case. 

 You’re not listening to me.  

 He stands, head-cocked, the blade tilted and pressing into his trousers. He breathes, 

audible. A sigh expanding between them. 

He bends, places the saw at the base of the cow’s ear. He runs the ribbed steel into the 

flesh, tearing into it. The tag that reads 202 jolts up and down. Convulses. The cartilage opens, 

pink, foul, flaccid. The ear leans away from the skull. The old man grabs it and severs the last 

of the ropey tissue.  

The old man stands up, pulls out the plastic number tag. It falls to the paddock grass. 

He wrenches baling twine through the punched hole. Ties the ends together like a pendant.  

You’re not listening to me, he says. This will help. 

He slips the ear over her. 

The woman stumbles backwards. He holds the twine between his fingers, but it is thrust 

out of his grasp. The ear swings against her chest.  

She rolls up her papers, sticks them in her back pocket. Spreads her legs and folds her 

arms. The ear settles, stills. She does not turn away, fidget. The full of her before him, 

unflinching. He swallows. She holds his glare at the breeze shifts her curls. The bottom of her 

teeth showing as she breathes discreetly through her mouth. Her arms wide, pulling at the 

fabric. 

She slowly lifts the twine, ear off her chest. Tosses it to the grass at the old man’s feet. 

Turns back to the vehicle.  

The old man watches, gripping the hurl.  



                                                                                                                                                        Novel 

165 
 

The old man is drawn towards the end of the field, the gate where her car, her curses 

have just left. The idea of them still swelling. He takes slow strides, wipes his hands on his 

jeans. Grabs at a fence post, leans on it. 

Pressing his forehead into the back of his hand he exhales. Drops his hurl. 

 

 

 

 

They stand around a square of rope, the rope held up by old milk cans in the corners. The grass 

inside spray-painted into smaller squares with numbers. A paper is passed, a hat, each man 

tucking his pint under his elbow to scratch his name and drop a fiver. Passes it on. 

 Young John Allen brings a heifer out of the back of a trailer, the animal pulling against 

the lead and then leaping out in a burst. The rope is lifted enough for Young John to drag her 

beneath it. He slips off her halter and leaves her on the marked grass. 

 The heifer stretches, sniffs at the rope. The men watch her silently, one hand in their 

pockets. One pinning their glasses to their chest. 

 Two men walk on either side of Tom Healy as he stumbles out of the Clarke Martin to 

sing at the town’s yearly festival. A few balloons on lampposts. A faded banner rolled out again 

and hung over the gate. The date taped on. The venders quit coming, but the church choir 

organises tea and scones. Someone puts a hand on Tom Healy’s shoulder when it is necessary 

to steady him. Tom red in the face and smiling. Fits himself with a peaked cap and straightens 

it. 
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 The people around the heifer start to shift on their feet, their pints lowering. 

Instinctively look back to the doors of the Clarke Martin. A few murmurs and shouts from the 

turf toss at the other end of the park. Jays John, Keaveney says. Don’t you feed your cattle? 

 Tom Healy’s wavering voice rises from behind them. ‘S a mháithrín, an ligfidh tú chun 

aonaigh mé? 

 Old McGinn slumps behind a small table with a draught board, picking at his nails. 

Waits for someone to pay the two euros to play him. Is known to fall into a coughing fit when 

losing and bump the table. Next to him the tart raffle, and when the numbers are drawn the old 

women will gather to see who will take home their baking. Then they’ll know to which houses 

they’ll have to call in order to see that it was indeed alright. And McKinney the Ears in the 

middle with a fistful of tickets, hapless smile.  

 Your friendly local farmer is providing you delightful entertainment. So mind 

yourselves, Young John Allen says, in jest. 

 Burns inhales drastically and spits mucous into the grass. Taps two piles of snuff on the 

side of his hand. Sure, you’re big enough to be mostly a manager anyway, he says. Inhales the 

snuff in one breath. A few laugh, although hesitantly. 

 Is there no Americans? Halloran says quickly.  

 There’s always a handful of Americans, the choir mistress says, nodding to Halloran. 

 Tom Healy stops as he passes them. Was there no Americans to hear me sing? Shakes 

his head. Takes off his peaked cap and stuffs it in his back pocket. Turns to one of the men 

steadying him. Sure Joseph, did you put up the posters? 
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 They watch Tom Healy stagger towards to the doors of the Clarke Martin. Eventually 

turn back to the heifer. The heifer swipes at the grass and then remains still, watching something 

at the other end of the park. Most of them have dropped their empty pint glasses at their feet. 

 Burns shrugs. The wind has carried the smell of your shit to my place often enough, 

Allen. I suppose I won’t miss it this time. Slaps the back of those he passes as he heads towards 

the pub. 

 Sure, I’ve always spread manure on Tawin road, Young John Allen says. 

 Your shit smells different, Burns says, walking backwards. As big as you’re getting. 

 What do you mean, Lionel? Young John Allen slips his hands in his pockets. His 

shoulders lower. 

 It smells like you’re getting notions, John. 

 They watch Burns cross the street. Bow to a pair of old women he passes. Then enter 

the Clarke Martin. 

 Hey now, I’m helping you out here, Young John yells after him, although he is gone. 

 The heifer spreads her legs and lifts her tail. Manure slaps the ground on square thirteen, 

piles, and then splatters. 

 There you have it, Halloran says, taking the hat and walking towards the pub himself. 
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The old man approaches a rock, angled and scraped, hurled from the earth in the bog slide. Sits 

on it. His footsteps follow the turned ground at the bottom of the hill, arc to where he is. The 

shape of his wellies deep, as if the old man carries something heavy. He spreads his legs, sticks 

the hurl into the soil. It stands rigid. The old man looks up the hill and stares into the shimmer 

of the grey sky. 

 The bog slide spreads before him. The green and brown slope broke open, turbulent 

shadows that flumed to his feet. The thin trace of a shattered road that lay atop the soil and 

trails away. The dark ground bundled and lurching, like broken furrows toppled over 

themselves. Cuts a plush boundary with the dried hill grass tangled around it. Water trickling 

among its relief and pooling in new pools. Car tracks stretch across the slide, band it as if to 

keep it in place. 

 The bog, the sky. The old man does not know how long he has looked between them or 

if he has blinked. Does not know the things he must have thought in the silence. He pulls at his 

wellies to loose them from the wet ground, resettles himself. Does not trust, at first, that it is 

the priest toiling on the bog plane above him.  

 The features of priest, at that distance, merge into the black fabric of his robe and the 

flesh of his head. His Honda Civic left along the ditch, half-tipped. He moves into the hedge, 

out of it. Pulls at branches. Bends over the weeds and brush along the edge of the bog. His 

movements fluid, unheard that far away. 

 The old man watches. Places a hand on top of the hurl. 

 The priest traces the hedge’s stretch, leans into it sometimes. Then picks up the child’s 

hurl from the grass and reaches into the brush with it. What he gathers he places into a pocket 

beneath the robe.  
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 The old man blinks. Has maybe looked away. The priest stands at the edge of the bog, 

staring down at him. 

 The two of them under a low sky. The bank of dark soil between them. The old man 

stands. 

 The earth between them uneven, torn. Heavy with the smell of old clay. Nothing else 

upright among them, but only themselves. Neither lift a hand in gesture. The priest’s robe does 

not stir at its ends nor does the brush in the hedge around him. The old man breathes and hears 

only the sound of his breathing. 

 The priest tosses the sliotar in the air and swings the child’s hurl and strikes it. A hollow 

rap sounds on the bog as the ball lifts higher and into the cloud glare. Dissolves into the sky 

until it falls again, over the mangled terrain. Lands in front of the old man with a sudden jolt.  

 The priest stands with his legs spread. All his small movements absorbed by the 

distance and his contrast against the horizon. The hurl held across his frame. 

 There is no sun or cloud burst or bird to move across the sky and mark time. That 

beyond the bog lays unseen from where the old man stands. That around him only soil and 

grass and stones scattered through it like heaved bones. He does not look to his footsteps that 

brought him there. Does not imagine the things he cannot see. 

 The old man holds the hurl with both hands and stares up. Finally bends and pulls the 

ball from the earth. 

 Takes a step forward and swings. Sends the sliotar back to the priest.  
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The old man lowers the bucket of the tractor over the dead cow. The engine pulses beside the 

animal. The cow stares into the east with a gel gaze, keeping watch of the horizon. The old 

man slips the chain over her haunches. Twists it around her rear legs. He raises the arms of the 

tractor and lifts the backend of 202. Drives towards the dead pile. 

Her face slides across the wet grass. The hole in her head deep and vacant. He will 

notice that she is gone, and that will be something. 

 

 

 

 

The old man and the child walk the road into town. The child holds a stone, runs it along the 

wall. Leaves a white scrape through the moss. Winding along. 

 Pick up your feet, the old man says. The wellies last longer. 

 The child throws the stone. It bounces in front of them, bounding haphazardly. The old 

man reaches for the child’s hand, but the child doesn’t give it. The old man’s hurl drags by his 

feet. When they reach the stone the old man steps over it.  

 I know you don’t mean it, the old man says. He glances to the child, then to the road. 

Then says, when things happen. 

 The child pulls up on his trousers. The fabric over his legs straighten and then collapses 

on the top of his wellies. Does not look at the old man. 
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 Is it something you feel? the old man asks. Well, I know it’s how you were made. He 

lifts his hurl, lets it fall ahead of him, leans on it as he walks. Jarring and such against the world. 

I know, he says.  

 A grey Audi comes down the lane, slows before the old man and the child. The woman, 

grey hair close-cropped. Peers through the glass at the old man, child. Leaning into the 

passenger seat. She jams the brake, rocks to a stop. 

 Two lorries come around the bend, up behind. They honk. She puts the Audi into gear 

again, looks behind her. Reluctantly drives away. The lettering on the side door flashing. 

 The old man puts his arm around the child against the strain. They walk silently into 

town. 

 

 

 

 

The old man holds the door of the Clarke Martin, pushes the child in. The door jangles above. 

A few at the bar lift their heads, watch him. Nod. 

 It’s that high dollar man, Mulgannon, the cafe owner says. Look after yourself Malachy. 

He’ll buy the pub out from beneath you by the time he’s finished his pint. 

 Malachy sets a stout before him. The old man cups it in his hand as he settles on a stool. 

The child stands away from him, the other men. Walks along the walls of the pub, head down. 

Every so often stops and shoves against them, as if he can push them over. 

 You sure missed one, Malachy, Ahearn says. The old farmer has the devil in him, sure. 
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 The cafe owner slams down an empty glass. I’ll admit it. I didn’t mind seeing Young 

John getting put over the knee and spanked with that hurl. He had it coming, don’t you know. 

 I’m not sure I’d vote for you, Mulgannon, Ahearn says. But you got a set of bollox 

hanging off you. 

 That must be so, Malachy says, taking away the cafe owner’s glass. Not just half an 

hour ago he had a woman asking after him. Well groomed, I’d say. Smelled like the city. 

 The old man seizes the hurl from his knee and jumps off his stool. Pushes his pint 

towards Ahearn. The child circles again and the old man grabs a fistful of the child’s shirt and 

pulls him towards the door. Lifts a backward hand in way of leave-taking. The bell clicks over 

them. 

 The old man’s pint remains on the bar, settling. The cafe owner reaches for it and pulls 

it closer to him. Well, he says. I guess Mulgannon still has the itch for a woman. 

 

 

 

 

The old man puts his fingers in the eyes of the skull and drags it along the street. The child is 

slid ahead in bunches. They pass beneath starlings on an electric line, all looking to where the 

sun came up although it rose long ago. Tucked into themselves, beads on a string. The old man 

and the child cross the bridge, and the old man pulls them to a stop. Takes them over the bank. 
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 They weave through the brush, past a pile of manure under a muddle of briar left by 

202. Reach the grass edge of the water. They look up to the road, where only the tops of cars 

glide along the ridge, drifting through whitethorn and sedge.  

 The old man exhales, slumps. Trudges along the water. He allows the child to follow 

him at his own resolve.  

 The dark water is quiet, pushes into itself. Heaving. Their footsteps are kept by the soft 

grass. Their condensed reflections dragged over the river. The silver flash of a small trout twists 

over the surface and then plunges. 

 They don’t understand us, the old man says. I suppose it was meant to be like that. 

 A trout springs into the air, wriggling and turning in the spray before it lands in the 

grass. Wide-eyed, slick. Its gills flex. Coils over and lies still. Another fish jumps, lands in the 

briar. Dried chaff clings to its sides. Mouth gaping. Slowly, the stream begins to shatter as the 

thin slips of fish erupt out of the water, leaping in angles, refracted from somewhere deeper. 

They fall to the bank soundless and flop among themselves, tangled. The grass below them 

glistening. Until all that could be heard is the wet beating of fish on the ground. 

 The old man takes the child’s hand. They walk in silence. 

 

 

 

 

The old man and the child walk through the sale pens hand in hand, the Friesians shifting 

around them. The cattle with their ears perked, some wide-eyed. Stop chewing when someone 
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comes up behind them, looks them over. Most come to the weekly mart to pass time. The aisles 

filled with wandering people, clustered. Talking farming and not farming, most of them not 

farmers. All of the things said buoyant in the smell of cows and sawdust. 

 The child stops before a cow, traces the ridges of its topline with his fingers. Runs his 

small hand in the flesh between the ribs. The cow does not stir. The child turns to the old man. 

 Today men will place a value on her, the old man says. It does not matter what that 

value will be. 

 He takes the child’s hand again and they walk. The sale shed is not a real shed, does 

not have clutter, the cracking walls. Is not to one man alone but shared. A hall through which 

all can wander before the sale. To see the cows that come from other farms, spread like 

offerings. The old man has not bought a cow in years.  

 He gets his number at the desk. Did you bring your pocketbook, Mulgannon? the 

counter assistant asks. The rustle of grease in the canteen behind them. Pastries on a plate. It 

could have been an innocent jest, but it was not. A few people drinking tea laugh, slumped over 

chairs, watching him. 

 The old man folds his number in his back pocket. Takes the hand of the child again. 

 Young John Allen stands at the other end of the shed. Arms folded over the sales 

catalogue, glares at the old man. Is not drawing attention to himself because most gazes linger 

from the old man to the child. 

The old man turns from Young John. Says to the child it’s time that you should know. 

He puts his hands on the child’s shoulders. They face the Friesian before them. She reaches 

back, licks her topline.  
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It’s not so much that there’s good cows and bad cows, the old man says. In the end. It’s 

the cows that will last and the ones that don’t. It’s in the legs. If they stand like a strong cow 

then it is so. 

The old man reaches with his hurl, taps her on the back. She swings to the side, resettles. 

Then he touches the child’s knee with the wood. Says, the cow that stands right will be the last 

to be culled. 

Those in the aisles drift towards the ring, signalling the auction is about to start. People 

from the town saddled in the wooden stands that surround and hover over the small pen of gates 

at the bottom. The auctioneer leans on a raised table, overlooking the building and facing the 

crowd. Scratching notes in the catalogue and rubbing his earlobes between his fingers. 

A teenager swings the gate open and the first cow trots into the ring. Throwing sawdust 

in front of her hooves. A few dealers in vests lean over the pen and rotate their fingers. The 

people in the stands settle, subdued to only subtle movements as the clerks on either side of the 

auctioneer scan the audience for bids. The auctioneer chants over the animal in falling then 

rising figures and broken language. The cow thrashes below him. A few men in the stands raise 

their hands and the clerks hep and hey to call the bids. The cow is sent out of the ring before 

the bidding ends so she would grow in the minds of the men pursuing her. 

Sold, the auctioneer bellows. Thirteen hundred. 

Tommy the Weed leans over to Coughlan. God alive, they paid a fair tune for that one. 

The next animal is a two-year-old just freshened. Another youth with a large belt buckle 

leads her in and removes the halter. She stands broadside, sniffing at the sawdust below her. 
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Fifteen hundred, the auctioneer shouts, and then becomes his own echo, fifteen, fifteen, 

fifteen. The clerks hold their hands in front of them, winding them back and forth, searching. 

Fourteen, fourteen, thirteen. 

The chatter in the stands rises as the bid drops to one thousand euros. The cow rubs her 

chin over the top bar of the gate until the youth pokes at her rump to make her move around 

the ring. At nine hundred Young John Allen lifts his hand and the clerk yelps to confirm the 

bid. The auctioneer reaches down to slap at the muzzle of the cow as she tries to lick his papers 

while he tethers the bidding between Young John Allen and another farmer in the stands, stalled 

at eleven hundred euros. Once, twice, counts the auctioneer with a raised anvil. 

A clerk shouts Yep! 

The building gradually quiets as the crowd follows the clerk’s hand to find it pointing 

to the old man. The old man sits alone with the child in the top corner of the stands. His hurl 

raised in the air. 

The auctioneer hesitates, his breath sweeping over the mike. Then says eleven-five, 

eleven-five, eleven-five, twelve, eleven-five. 

Young John sits in the front row, the opposite side of the room. His head down, kicking 

at the sawdust of the ring. Curses silently, aware of the theatre he has found himself in. He lifts 

his hand. 

The old man does too. 

The crowd stirs. Reposition their wellies and lean forward. When did Mulgannon get 

the money to buy anything? Isn’t he bust? They make motions with their fingers to suggest that 

he’s as mad as they thought. The cow, picking up on the rising tension, jogs around the ring. 

Her brisket bouncing off her chest. 
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Young John nods and another clerk yells Yep! 

 The old man lifts his hurl. 

 Thirteen-five, thirteen-five, thirteen-five. The cow throws her head about her. The 

plastic tag on her thurl catching the glare of the rafter lights. A crease of sweat on the forehead 

of the auctioneer as he looks up to watch the men and send his booming voice over the people. 

Thirteen-five, Yep! 

 Fourteen, Yep! 

The crowd rocks in their seats. Jays, that’s a steep price to pay for that cow. Don’t you 

think? Their heads pulled on the same string held by the clerk, swings them to Young John. 

Yep! And then to the old man. Yep! 

Young John’s face reddens. He cannot but look at the old man, the old man sitting 

motionless. The child beside him, the gaze of the skull wide and undeterred. Young John can 

walk away and stick the old man with the cow, and that’s what winning would be. Under the 

eyes of the town or not. But still, he raises his hand. 

Yep! 

The old man lifts his hurl. 

The crowd gasps, pulling at each other. Young John jumps off his seat and raises his 

hands in the air at the old man. Why? he mouths, not sure if the old man can see it or not. Then 

he bids again. 

The old man bids too, bringing the animal to seventeen hundred euros. The auctioneer 

booms louder, the people tuned taut and bustling. The cow bawls and swings her hind legs in 

the air. Nearly knocks over the youth as she thrashes by, wild-eyed. 
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Yes, yells Young John. 

The old man raises his hurl. 

The clerk offers eighteen-five to Young John and he says yes, yes. 

The old man takes nineteen. 

Young John bids twenty. 

 The old man twenty-one. 

 Twenty-five shouts Young John Allen, spit flying from his mouth. 

 The cow lurches over the gate. Her front hooves clear it but she lands on the top bar—

bellowing, and then thrusting into it until the gate collapses and the ring dissolves down to the 

concrete lip that shapes it. She runs through the first row of seats, bystanders jumping away. 

 Young John breathes deeply, his shoulders heaving. Hat pulled low over his eyes. 

 The clerk holds his palm out to the old man. Everyone stares at him. Leans towards 

him. 

 The old man lays the hurl on his lap.  

 The auctioneer counts down the bid. A few teenagers emerge from the hallway of the 

shed and help the other youth lift the gates. They try to lean them against the concrete. A few 

men walk calmly towards the cow, the cow stretching her neck below the stands at the feet of 

the first row. The crowd settles back, people folding their arms with their knees spread, 

chuckling. Well didn’t Mulgannon get him this time. Twenty-five hundred for a cow, that cow! 

You won’t see Young John on the high stool for a while. Tilting their heads, shaking them. 

Turning to the next animal in the catalogue. The auctioneer takes a swallow of his tea and spits 

it into the sawdust, readying his voice. 
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The next heifer to be auctioned is held in the alleyway as a few middle-aged farmers 

rise from the stands to herd the loose cow. Walk at her with their hands raised. The clatter of 

conversation lifts and spreads. One clerk slaps the back of the other, and the other wipes his 

forehead on the front of his shirt and leans on the podium to say something to the auctioneer. 

The auctioneer reaches over to still the clerk. Points to the front of the ring. 

Young John stands in front of the gate. Arms folded, stares up to the stands. The red 

skin of his neck falling away into his shirt collar. Eyes darting, twitching. He raises a hand, on 

the edge of words, but says nothing. Rubs his palms on his trousers and trudges away, head 

down. Then he stops at the edge of the sawdust. 

Young John returns to the ring, pulls on the gate, and collapses it again. It crashes 

against itself. Sawdust billows out in the sweep of air it creates. The sound stills the crowd, 

clears it of expression in an instant. He looks up into the rows of bystanders looming above 

him.  

I’m only making a living, he says. I didn’t choose— 

He doesn’t finish. Wrings the end of his shirt in his hands.  

 Young John looks to the old man, but the old man and the child have already left. 
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The old man carries calf buckets to the hutches, takes a shortcut through the slatted sheds. His 

arms spread, rigid, trying not to spill the milk on his trousers. Milk replacer clinging to the hair 

on his arms, the sweet smell rising off him. 

 The bulls stands in the doorway. Its dark shape against the daylight. 

 The old man turns behind him. The gate to the bull’s pen swung open. The child 

standing in the crush, watching. 

 The old man faces the bull again. Sets down his buckets, milk splashing over the side. 

The bull trots closer, stops. 

 If it is in you to hit me then you must hit me, the old man says. He looks at the child 

again, and then closes his eyes. 

 The bull kicks its legs, bounds ahead. The old man hears it approaching and throwing 

chaff behind it, feels it, the hot breath, the nearing blow, the force of it charging through the 

shed, wanting him. 

 He steps aside. 

 He hasn’t meant to. The bull turns just as suddenly and knocks over the buckets and 

trips into the gates of the crush. The milk lifts in the air and the bull tumbles forward, the weight 

thrown against its front leg. The snap of bone echoes between the block walls. The milk falls 

on the old man and the bull and the bull bellows and writhes on the ground, its eyes wide and 

rolling. 

 The old man wipes the calf milk off his forehead. He stands over the bull. 

 The bull lays its chin on its barrel, its head rising and sinking with the swell of its breath, 

and then lifts it to bawl again. The animal prostrate before the old man. The old man reflected 

in its eyes, small and distorted, cast against the dimming grey.  
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 The child is still in the crush. He lunges at the child and the child does not flinch as the 

old man grabs him and drags him over the concrete. Bursts through the doors of the dairy. The 

doors snap behind them. He throws the top off the empty bulk tank, lowers the child inside. 

 He shuts the lid and walks away. 

 The old man does not like to look at the bull but he knows that he must. It has settled, 

its ears drooping over its broad cheeks. A low moan rising from deep inside it. The leg at an 

odd angle, the rigid edge of bone pushed against the skin. 

 It laying at his boots, pained and resigned, he wants to tell it things. Not just that he 

respected it and is sorry for it, but all the things the old man has never said out loud before. To 

give it comfort, if it was in the old man to give comfort. To lament or eulogise. Instead he raises 

the hurl in the air and looks the bull in the eye. The wood edge shaking, teetering in his hands. 

 He lets the hurl fall to his side. Leans it against the wall. Goes to the dairy. 

 The child is standing beneath the latch when he opens it. His skin already cool and 

damp. His breath echoing. The old man grabs the front of his shirt and lifts him out. 

 He places the child in front of the wincing animal and leaves and returns with a rifle. 

He puts the rifle in the child’s hands and then bends down to him. 

 It was in his nature to do this, he yells at the child. He sticks his finger in the child’s 

chest, pushing him back. Through gritted teeth he says he didn’t know any better. This is what 

happens when you let him do as he does.  

 The old man cocks the lever and walks away. In the back of the head, he says without 

turning around. The front will do no good. Two if you have to.  
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The Ford ambles down the lane, low gear. The turf trailer on back, humming behind it. The ash 

turned to sludge on the road, the wet peeling of rubber over it. Two parallel lines follow after 

the tailgate. The child sits in the trailer, cross-legged. The floss lifts up, stirs behind it. 

 The ash settled over the rocks in the wall, dulling the colour of the lichen, bunching in 

the spaces between stones. Feathering the hedge. The lane a dull-skinned channel the tractor 

passes through, the blank sky a top to it. Where one starts and the other ends is difficult to tell 

with the pale land. Or the sky has come down upon them at last, to smother them. Press out the 

things living. The tractor nears the entrance to the bog, the scars of burnt ground swaddled in 

grey down. The tractor slows. And then passes the bog. 

 The tractor lowers in pitch, rolls to a stop at the end of the lane. The old man sits behind 

the window a long time. A steely film over it, filtering his image. He doesn’t meet his own 

eyes. Finally exhales, gets out. Lifts the child out of the back and takes his hurl from behind 

the seat. 

 They cross into the East Field at the end of his property, hand in hand. The stretch 

before them colourless, pristine. Trees and fence lines and the things that rise from the ground 

soften together, fold in. The world before them sullen. Cracked only by the footsteps behind 

them. 

 When they reach the end of the field they stop. The old man looks down. Then points. 

 Keep walking that way. At some point you’ll find people. Eventually one of those 

people will take you in. 
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 The old man and the child stare into the sallow distance. The old man’s breath the only 

thing audible. Its slight rise. The child does not look up. A rook crosses in front of them, a dark 

centre point drifting. Does not land in the breadth of their vision but disappears. The world 

before them again a single note, sustained. The old man exhales.  

 Alright then. Let’s go. 

 He takes the child’s hand and they turn around. Their footsteps cut through the ash in 

an arc. Meet up at the end of the field. 

 

 

 

 

Drizzle from the sky and the grass slips greasily. Yields under the wellies of the old man and 

child as they near the pitch. The match already started. The town’s halfback trails an opponent 

down the sideline on his way to kick it over the bar. Two sets of stands and people huddled on 

them, like flesh over ribs. Their knees up, arms folded. The old man leads the child to the fence, 

where they stand apart. 

 Drive it, shouts Farrar from the stands. Drive it, drive it, God damn you. The team sends 

it far wide of the post, the ball rolling off the pitch. A youth is sent to retrieve it from the car 

park. They’re wretched, the lot of them, Gill whispers to Lonegan. They’ll come around, they’ll 

come around, Lonegan says, mostly to himself. They watch the old man, the child. The crowd 

sits sedated in the rain. Clapping their hands time to time without realizing it. 

 The old man leans his hurl against the fence, folds his arms over the top rail. If he turns 

around at any point he will find people staring at him, but he does not turn. The crowd bunched, 
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knitted together. From it whispers and glances. I’d be surprised if he’s looking after the little 

bullock properly, don’t you think? Does he go to school even? You don’t suppose Mulgannon 

… One of their cornerbacks pick up a miskicked ball and sends it up the pitch, and the old man 

taps the fence in recognition. The old man offers to lift the child up, but the child puts his head 

against the chain link. Presses into it. 

The next time the old man looks down it is no longer only him, the child, at the fence. 

Another small boy and girl linger nearby. The girl holding her dress in her fist and swinging 

her arms side to side. The other boy pushes his hand down the back of his pants, itches absently. 

The child stands before them, the rust of the chain links on the wet bone.  

 The old man does not recognize the children. Looks to the stands. He tries to smile at 

them but then swallows and spits. Hiya, he says, and because he cannot think of anything else 

to say, he says it again. 

 The girl, the boy, stand motionless before the child, engrossed by the skull. The girl 

tilts her head. The boy rocks. Staring. 

 The child blows on them. 

 First on the girl, leaning forward, his cheeks welling with air that is released in a long 

rustling whisper. He doesn’t seem to take a breath as he turns to the boy and blows over him. 

The boy and girl’s heads lifting, drawn up, wide-eyed. They titter and sway and pull at each 

other. 

Suddenly, the girl is wrenched backwards by the hands of her mother. Her fingers a 

tight grip on the girl’s arms. The woman signals back to the stands with the jerk of her head, 

causing a man to rise from his seat and stumble through the people below him. 

Íosac, the woman says. 
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Brown hair, jeans. He nods. Does not know her. The crowd applauds as one of their 

own puts it over the bar. 

I’m real sorry there, Róisín bothering ye. She tucks the girl behind her legs. 

He doesn’t get bothered, the old man says. The woman doesn’t know how to respond, 

if it is a joke or not. She exhales when the man from the crowd arrives and stands by his son. 

Mulgannon, the man says, reaching out his hand. Then says sure, listen. He looks to the 

woman. The formality of their glances suggesting they are not together. It’s nothing against 

you. He glimpses down at the child out of the corner of his eye, and then realizing that he did 

so, says or him, certainly.  

And if they wanted to hang around the farm, all things considered, the woman says. 

You never know when they wouldn’t know any better, and the danger of it. 

Bit out of place here, no? the man says. A silence follows. Then the man jolts. The 

hurley, the hurley! I mean, at a football match. His hands swing about him, then settle in his 

pockets. You were quite the stormer with it. My old lad told me. I mean, back when they played 

it here proper. 

Life is hard enough as it is, and we just want them to be safe, the mother says. 

The crowd cheers again. One of the town’s forwards has put it in the net. The scoreboard 

shows the team only down by three points, two minutes before the half. 

The child continues to blow towards the boy and the girl, turning his body to face them 

where they now stand, by the legs of their parents. Blows a little harder. The boy and girl fixed 

on him. 

Then the man says look, we know it’s not right in the general sense. He reddens. Still 

holds his hands out, as if there is something in them to offer. 
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The woman gasps. The girl has stepped out from her legs and struck the child. 

The child flinches. Then leans forward and blows on her. She balls her small fist up, 

lifts it, and swings stiffly again. It strikes the skull, jarring it uneven. The man moves towards 

her but stops, glancing at her mother, allowing space for his son to run up and hit the child too. 

Giggling. The child leans and blows over him. 

The woman lunges towards her daughter but stops short. The hurl is raised in front of 

her. They are playing, the old man says. I think so. Yes, they are playing. 

The father reaches for his son. The old man steps before him. Let them play. 

The girl and boy clout the child. Alternatively, laughing. On his body, his head. The 

girl hits him in the cheek bone, rocking him backwards. It deflates his mouth as he gathers 

himself. She shrieks and puts her hand to her eyes. The boy stomps on the toes of the child, 

swinging his arms wildly.  

Róisín! the mother hisses. She motions for her daughter to come but the girl will not 

turn to her. 

The father yells to his son. Slaps his thigh in anger. Then pleads to his son to stop. The 

child’s face is red, his eyes squinting. His blowing raspy, laboured. 

They are playing, the old man says. As children do. 

The town’s centre-half spins around the last back and lamps the ball past the stretched 

arms of the goalie. It ties the score as the final seconds of the half expire. The spectators rise to 

their feet and shout, whistling and clapping as their team trots off the field. The cheers of the 

town drown out the howl of the mother reaching for her daughter. She calls her daughter’s 

name and charges towards her, but abruptly recoils as her chest collides into a weathered hurl 

held in front of her. The old man stands with his legs spread apart and when the father, unsure, 
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stretches towards the children the old man swings at him. The mother bawls. She tries to push 

her way to her daughter, the old man leaning back against her weight, her arms straining past 

the shaft of the hurl, her panicked screams lost in the hailing crowd. 

Gill shoves through the people on their feet in the stands. Grabs Lonegan’s knee for 

balance as he edges by him. Past Farrar.  

Where you going? Lonegan asks. We might win this one. 

Gill laughs. I’d rather leave thinking we did than give it a chance to know otherwise. 

Lonegan watches him step onto the grass. Finally shrugs and follows after him. Farrar 

sits on the planks slumped, until Lonegan reaches through the people and taps his elbow. Then 

he sighs and rises too. 

 

 

 

 

The old man stares into the darkness. Calls out to the child. 

 The footsteps of the child in the stretching night. Circling the old man, the old man 

pitches turf. After the evening milking because he likes being on the bog at this time, when all 

is black and there is no distinction between what is sky and what is not and even the soft ground, 

because it is not solid, is already dissolving into the thing above it. So the old man thinks. And 

the darkness not a thing he is between, but an inseparable part of. He calls the child again and 

sees his shadow pass before him. 

 The turf he lifts from the ground, the stacks, like carcasses of once violent things.  
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Heaves them into the trailer. Over the ditch grass rising up. Traces his path to the next stack. 

 Go not far, the old man calls out, and then says things lurk. He thinks he hears the  

child rustling the uncut ground. What things, he cannot tell the child. Not because the old man 

has not stood on the same ground and looked into the darkness for all the time before. But 

because he suspects the things that stir unseen are different now. He is not sure how to name 

them, or if they have skin to grasp. 

 Don’t tarry, Child, he says. To help would be better. He takes measured steps, the turf 

in his arms. Moves from bog to trailer and back like a jolting pendulum, making bare the 

ground, as if clearing the land of cairns and the stories they held. Pull against me world, he 

thinks. 

 A bit of sweat on his temple cooling in the night. Because it is night and not the waking 

day the old man thinks he can be good to himself. Sits down for a moment, on the bucket he 

takes from the tractor hitch. No sooner sits down then stands up and brings the bucket to the 

tractor. He takes the rubber hose from the back of the seat, siphons diesel from the machine, 

uses it to light a stack of turf. Hovers by it. 

 He sits for a second, then stands again. Child, he calls out. He paces the fire. The 

moisture on his wellies glares in the low light. The matted ground around it dense, fibrous. He 

makes a tight orbit. Muted flames reaching for his trouser legs. In the small light of the dark 

open he sees parts of himself, and it grieves him. 

 He keeps pacing. Lifts one wellie then another, faint ground-whispers beneath his soles. 

Paces, his body dropping into rhythm. His arms swing further from him. Turning around the 

fire, in even tempo, straight-gaited. His head tilts towards the flame. Pulled in. 

 That’s the hell of it, isn’t it? he thinks. The thing a man is up against can’t be shook, 

struck. Notions that mean to harm. Not a man or a band of men you can stand in front of but 
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things that come out of the shadows. Could be here now, he thinks. Not sure if he said it out 

loud. 

 Child! he shouts, but does not stop turning about the fire to listen. He was always on 

the defensive, wasn’t he? Always the one taking it. He brushes his hand along the top of the 

flames and feels them reach for him. That’s the way of it, isn’t it? Sure, that’s the way of it. 

 He steps through the fire. The burning swell inside him rushing out to meet the flame. 

Walks towards the tractor. Chi-ild! he yells in two parts. He sticks the hose in the diesel tank. 

It bends when it hits the bottom. He draws hard on it, the malevolent rush into his mouth. Fills 

his senses. Wonders if he’ll burst into flame himself. Fills the bucket. 

 He walks along the rows of turf, tipping the bucket. The smell of diesel swelling over 

the ground. Blue paper towels used for milking stick out of his back pocket. He rolls and lights 

them. Holding the burning torch in his hand, lifts it. Then peels off a disappearing layer and 

drops it onto a stack. The turf takes flame. He unsheathes another writhing sheet. Drops it. 

 The bog alight. Flames rising from the soft ground. Each stack a station of flame. Like 

a rite to summon heinous spirits. The old man spreads his legs and stands among it. Come now, 

he says to the darkness around him. See what I have done. 

 Smoke curls above the stacks, pools above the old man’s head. Dark strings of a darker 

harp. He’s outside it. Feels the heat anchor into his skin. Tug. The lifting musk of burning turf. 

The old man hears voices. Turns about himself. Wonders if they are inside him. Child? 

 He steps into the fire. 

 The air like hot grease. Settles inside him. The voices grow, tangle among themselves. 

Chaff floats by him in the haze, glimmer like shards of a mirror. Shape-sounds on the edge of 

words, the voices. Child, he whispers. The crackling of the fire or the breaking of bones, among 
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it he hears footsteps he thinks. They’ve come around at last. Have come to take form. A 

silhouette stands behind the curtain of heat. A flame flickering through it. 

 The heat presses in on him. Draws things from him. He kicks over the burning stack at 

his feet. Crushes the colour of glowing turf beneath it. Embers’ last light pushing through the 

bottom of his wellie. Makes space for himself on the ashen ground. Mulgannon, the darkness 

shouts. 

 He stops. Peers out through the flames. 

 Mulgannon, come out now. 

 The face of Whelan emerges in the haze, recedes in it. The shadows of beasts pull apart 

into the shapes of humans. Another face, disembodied, then gone. 

 The ground below the old man steams. Hisses below his heels. His cheeks glisten. The 

front of his shirt hangs low, heavy with sweat. The clatter outside the fire grows. Words lifting 

into the dark void. The old man’s name twisted among them.  

  The landscaper steps into the fire. Or his likeness. He says Íosac, will you come out? 

Then says Jesus as he slaps at his skin and draws into the abyss. 

 Do they have the child? the old man wonders. Is that why they are trying to tempt him? 

Dark soot collects on the burnt hairs of the old man’s arm. His hair wet and grating on his skull. 

He tries to call for the child but his voice scrapes inside him. Child? he whispers. 

 A hand reaches in, open-palmed. Fingers brushing along the old man’s jumper and 

disappears. Flames intertwining in front of him. The old man backs up. The breath of the night 

heavy on his neck. 

 The child stands behind him. Against the back wall of flame, the shifting gleam. His 

sleeves drooping over his knuckles. The crawling fire reflected on the glare of the skull. The 
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old man grabs him by the front of his shirt and pulls him to the middle. He stands in front of 

the child, still grasping him. Dried stalks of bogweed drift between them.  

 Mulgannon, Mulgannon, Mulgannon his name lifts around him, bent and mangled in 

the flame, the whirr of voices interlocking, pulling in. There are more and then more. The 

demons gathering. Mulgannon would you just come out? Mulgannon. Jesus, the boy’s there 

too! 

 The boy, oh my god the boy, they shriek. Baying, frenzied. The boy, the boy. It’s not 

right. Is he not in trouble? Jesus, the boy.  

 The old man steadies himself. Looks into the smoke. Clasps the child. 

 Young John Allen emerges from the haze. Íosac. Be easy now. Íosac. Takes off his John 

Deere hat and wipes it over his forehead. In his balled fist. His arms open, inching towards the 

old man. Give me the child, he says. Give him to me now. 

 You will not, the old man whispers. 

 Íosac, listen to me.  

 The old man leans forward, sweat in his eyes. He’s what I have. 

 Give him to me Íosac. 

 I won’t. 

 The fluttering apparition of Young John Allen lunges past the old man towards the 

child. The old man heat-heavy, dazed, does not blink until Young John drags the child towards, 

through the careening fire in front of them. The old man grunts. Tilts his head back and takes 

a gasping breath and then lurches at the disappearing figure of Young John Allen blindly into 

the flames and then driving into the solid hull of the fiend itself, the mass of them joined, 
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collapsing to the ground. The old man’s wellies plunge through a turf stack and rains shattered 

fire upon them. Mulgannon, the demonhead whispers in its folded breath. 

 The child stands next to them, looking down. Behind him gathers the townspeople. A 

suspension of faces held in the haze, floating around them. Tilting their heads, peering. 

 The old man clutches the ankle of the child and lifts the other fist at them. Cinders rising 

from the bog, fading to darkness. 

 

 

 

 

Two pigeons land in a grass patch in the lane. Bob their heads, turn about themselves. Scatter 

as Geir Sullivan’s lorry turns the corner. Tyres throwing loose gravel behind them. 

 He leans back. Forearm over the steering wheel, fingers bending to a fist. Music plays, 

but Geir, slumping, does not react to the tinny rhythms from the stereo. Slows down in front of 

the farm of Íosac Mulgannon. 

 He rolls down the window, the glass scraping as it draws in. Puts his other arm out it. 

Looks at the old grey place. There are cracks in the shed wall like thin arteries. Clutter of rusting 

machinery. All familiar to Geir Sullivan by now. A page he stares at but doesn’t read. All signs 

of crazy. His mother used to say that you can’t reason with crazy. You can only wait it out. 

 The old man explodes from behind a hedge in the Ford. 

 Geir Sullivan jerks his arm inside and grips the wheel. He tries to veer left but the lorry 

glances off the lane wall. Stones topple behind him. Before he can speed away the old man is 
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upon him, the bucket poised and then pushing into the frame. The old man’s face burns red and 

the thin hair on his head sprung taut. He is wild-eyed and grinning. 

 The bucket thrusts into the undercarriage and Geir is wrenched sideways inside the cab. 

The tractor’s arms lower, the back wheels spinning. The loader works itself under the lorry, 

wedging beneath its steel. The vehicle tipping. Geir shouting Hey! Hey! Hey! He pushes on 

the passenger door but gravity thrusts it shut again. He puts his arms around the steering 

column, head on the wheel, shrieks. The tractor strains, creaks brazenly, as it lifts the lorry up 

and drops it on the other side of the wall. 

 The old man backs up slowly. He parks the tractor in the driveway, pulls out the stopper. 

Starts the heifer chores.  

 

 

 

 

Good God all fuck, Íosac, Gill says. This isn’t good. 

 Rye chaff slides down the rattling windscreen, dragging dust with it. Through the image 

of the hedgerow in front of it. The head and then the torso of the man pushing through the 

brush. O’Farrell. He steps out, shakes his legs from the grasp of the whitethorn. Rubs the marks 

on his neck and looks into the hedge. His features blurred by the twitching glass. Then the 

thrashing arm of Brennan. Then John the Meat. 

 They emerged into the field as men turning awkwardly to each other. Collecting, 

shifting on the groomed headlands of the grass bristle and windrows of cut hay. The 

townspeople manifested, gathering into themselves. A throbbing mass, shimmering and poised. 
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 The party’s coming to you, Gill says. He looks between the old man, those approaching. 

Picks a spanner off the floor and puts it in his back pocket. The townspeople press together, 

pull thorns from their trousers and flick them into the grass. The first one strides towards the 

tractor and then the others follow. 

 The child remains tucked by the steering column. The old man rubs the back of his 

knuckles on the window. Places his hand on top of the skull, leaves the grey shape of his fingers 

on the bone.  

From the far side of the field three figures bound through the hay, pushing through the 

windrows and leaving rye stems straying after them. The priest’s black garments pulled across 

his ankles. Farrar and Lonegan stagger behind, lurching and pausing, stumbling after the priest. 

The town heaves into the uncut grass, a phantom trail of bent stalks behind them. Hands, fists 

thrown up like a spine arching. Their rumbling clamour. The priest, elderly men kicking green 

hay before them, hurrying towards the fray, shouting back. Everyone converging on the tractor. 

Two waves meeting, bracing to slide against each other. 

 The Ford keeps going. Exhaust coiling after it. 

 The people quiet, still. Their hands fall to their sides. Some step into the windrow the 

discbine has just made, watch the insects it has stirred. Look at each other.  

 Gill glances behind the machinery, standing on the top step, and then doesn’t look back. 

When the old man reaches the end of the row he raises the hay head and turns the tractor on 

the headlands. It pauses, idles. The old man rubs his fingers along the gauges on the dashboard, 

checks the engine temperature, pressure. Picks an empty McVities package off the floor, balls 

it up, and puts it behind the seat. Then starts back into the field where the crowd stands, the 

cutter bars static. 



                                                                                                                                                        Novel 

195 
 

 Gill jumps off before the Ford eases to a halt. Stammers forward, catches himself. 

Everyone stares at the silhouette of the old man behind the door. Tipped forward, still. The 

bonnet of the tractor rocks. Heat from its ribs brindles the air, distorting the horizon behind it. 

Some step back when the hot air reaches their faces. The door opens. 

 You will not, he says from the seat of the tractor. Then slowly climbs out, holding the 

grab bar. 

 O’Farrell steps through the crowd. God damn it, Mulgannon. God damn it. 

 We know he set fire to the turf, the midwife shouts. 

 Starlings land at the far end of the field, a dark mass plunging to the ground to pick at 

the exposed grass stems. They twist among each other in rigid movements, collide into each 

other’s paths and flutter. One takes flight and the others lift up as well, turn through the sky. 

 The rapping of the Ford’s engine is loud and Collins has to yell to be heard, turning red 

in the face. Would you see us all dead first, Íosac? he says. This stirs the crowd, some saying 

would you, would you.  

The child sits with his knees to his chest. His features indistinguishable behind the dusty 

glass. Only the shadow-holes of the skull’s eyes seen shifting. 

The boy isn’t right, Keogh shouts. 

Gill swings his middle finger at them all.  

 He burned our turf, didn’t he? the midwife yells. The whole lot of it.  

 We have families, the surveyor says. Throws up his arms. We have to look out for our 

own. How much of ourselves, of our town, do we have to give for the sake of the child?  

 Your decency, says the priest. 
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 Only a few glance at him. He reaches for the grab bar of the Ford, climbs to the first 

step.  

 Your decency, the priest says again. He slaps the bonnet of the tractor. Listen to you 

now. The voice of monsters. The péists. You are the péists yourselves the way you carry on. 

The priest clutches the handle, leans as far as he can at them. Precarious angle to the world, 

tipping. The cloth flowing. I know your deeds, he says. You have done nothing for so long. 

Nothing decent.  

 Farrar and Lonegan come from behind the tractor. Pink-faced and wet eyebrows. 

Lonegan leans against the wheel, panting. Gathers mucous in his throat and spits it into the 

hay. Then rolls up his sleeves.  

 A stone flies at the tractor. It bounces off the back window with a dull knock and lands 

in a windrow. Lays atop the grass. The crowd shifts, draws closer around the Ford. The rye 

bristle snapping beneath their shoes. Looking up to the child.  

 The child climbs into the tractor seat, faces out the back. On his knees. Puts his small 

hands on the window. A small click echoes inside the cab as the child leans forward and the 

skull hits the glass. 

 The seamstress shakes her head and exhales and then says I can’t do this. She pushes 

herself through the crowd and walks into the open hayfield. Everyone watches her go. 

 Collins slaps the shoulder of MacMahon and says well. Buckley says well from the 

other side of the group. Duffy climbs onto the discbine and walks up its frame and the 

townspeople start to rouse. Move towards the cab. It’s got to be so, someone yells. 

 The old man raises the hurl to his waist, holding it in both hands. The machine pulses 

below him. 
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 The priest jumps down, paces back and forth in front of the tractor, lifting the crucifix 

in his hand. You péists, he shouts.  

 The townspeople press in. Pushing into each other. Their arms lifted. Their bodies 

heaving, shoving. Turning to each other and to the child and thrashing forward. 

The men before the tractor draw in tight to each other. Hunch before the steps. Gill 

holds up the spanner. Lonegan raises his hands tentatively into fists. 

 If that child goes we lose the best part of ourselves, the priest yells. Saliva dripping to 

his chin. His eyes burn and twist in his pale head.  

 The old man lifts his hurl violently in the air, holding it, shaking.  

Scratches a split in the indifferent sky. 

 John the Meat is the first to look up. The piece of ash circles as it falls. Because the sky 

itself is a slate-cast void and the distance from which it presses down cannot be marked, the 

falling thing may have been as destructive and jarring as a meteor meant to extinguish them, 

or simply a piece of cloud shredded from above. Those around John the Meat follow the path 

of his gaze until they, too, are watching it fall. The crowd stills until a swelling hush sweeps 

the field and their eyes shift in unison like cattle watching someone pass by.  

It lands on Gill’s cap.  

Farrar plucks it off the fabric. It turns to dust in his fingers. 

 The sky crumbles as it releases the grey drift. It floats to the earth, on the lapels and 

skirts of the townspeople and the blades of meadow grass around them. Snow had fallen twice 

last year, but now no one gathers up the ash in their hands or stand with their mouths open and 

head thrown back, hoping to catch some of it on their tongues. They brush it off their arms, but 

that only rubs it into their clothing. Futile against the silent assault.  
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 Standing in the open field, people gather together in clusters, draw closer. Some couples 

hold hands. A reaffirmation, but against what they are not sure. Others hold their jumpers over 

them, lower their heads. The child stands on the steps, the ash pooling and sometimes sliding 

down the curve of the skull. They look to the priest and to the child, as if between them there 

may be an explanation or counsel on what they are to do. The priest, however, stands mute by 

the tractor tyre. His hand over his chin.  

 The old man keeps his hurl raised, but those around him shift, shield their eyes with 

their fingers and gaze up. The ash clings to the chaff on the hay head, grows. Gets caught in 

dried dirt on the Ford’s bonnet. The cut and uncut ground fading together. Let’s go, John the 

Meat says and pulls on his wife. She stands dazed, watching after him. Others leave too, 

walking past the men at the steps of the tractor, avoiding their eyes. The windrows shaken into 

green colour again as the townspeople cross them.  

 The ash does not stop. There is no wind to stir it or take it away, nor rain in all the time 

that it falls. The river grows heavy, thickens as it dissolves onto its surface and is slowly pushed 

between stones. It falls on the town and the fields around it, on the roads that lead between 

them. On the rooves of shops, bleeding out the print on their signs. On the fences that keep 

livestock. The shape of paddocks lost as they blend into the hedgerows around them. The cows 

are held in sheds, but often stand in the doorway, ash collecting on their necks.  

The next day it is explained that a volcano has erupted in Iceland and that an anomalous 

air current has brought the ash in a bundle and dumped it over the town. The town, not knowing 

what to do, does all they can think to do, which is carry on as they have before. The Angelus 

still rings at twelve and six and pupils sit in classrooms with windows through which the light 

cannot penetrate with the layers of silt built upon them. Old Henry McBride still slumps 

underneath the awnings of Kelly’s with his arms folded as he always has, the ash settling on 
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him and turning him into the leaden shape of himself. The town, with its buildings and benches 

and trees, is covered in the ash and soon only a silhouette, a shadow of what it was before.  

 The fields, at first, surge under the thin dusting, spurred by the new fertilizer. By the 

second day, however, if the grey down is kicked away there is the grass yellowing and 

withering beneath it. A few cars drive by the farm slowly, watch the child walk across the lawn, 

crossing over his tracks in the drift and kicking it up in front of him. Rolling around in it until 

he is grey himself. Others give cakes and loaves of dark bread to the old man, an unspoken plea 

as they hand it over for him to make supplications to the child on their behalf. It’s science, the 

mayor says, with a reason and logic that is bigger than how it feels to us at the moment. 

Regardless, there is a worry among them that perhaps the ash will not stop and they will be 

buried beneath it, daily living becoming abbreviated beneath its weight, until it grows heavy 

enough to still everyone, muffling all shouts and fidgeting. 

 Before long the sky and the ground match, a grey emptiness without colour or detail, 

stretching in endless distance. A man can walk the lane with the feeling that all he had thought 

was around him does not exist and never has, that it is only him, and the choices he has made. 

But where he would go to account for those choices he does not know. 

 It soon stifles the town. Many become as quiet as the ash that falls. Some, like the cattle, 

stand behind their kitchen windows and look up to the sky for hours, silent. They rub at their 

necks and shoulders, suddenly realizing the ache, made further forlorn because whatever they 

imagined to be up there is now flaking away and will not stop until there is only a shapeless 

gap above. 

 On the third day the ash stops. It begins to rain. At first the solitary drops fall with 

soundless impact into the ash over the ground, but then the ash begins to shiver and hiss, finally 

dissolving into a pale sludge that seals the earth. It clings to the boots of children that walk to 
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school and the windscreens of cars. Most have to pull off the road every few miles and wipe 

the glass off with their jumpers. It settles between the clefts of the stone walls and over the 

church bell as it swings. Frogs leave prints in the paste as they cross the boreens. It is tracked 

into households and onto kitchen floors. When the room is heated by the range a sulphurous 

tinge rises around the people. The people themselves have it in their clothing and caked in the 

hair on their arms and often have it smudged on their faces, no one bothering to point it out 

anymore.  

 

 

 

 

The old man takes the book off the dresser. Rusty bolts shift below his hand. The child lies 

next to him in the dark. His small chest rising silently. The old man’s jumper he milked in lays 

on the floor, its thin arms stretching, twisting. His trousers crumpled, smelling of manure. The 

old man reads. 

 *[Third party copyright material removed] 

 The old man puts the book down. Presses his fingers over his eyes. Starts to cry anyway. 
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John the Meat holds a used condom in front of him. There you have it, he says. I do declare the 

old ways dead. 

 He walks it over to the lorry on the side of the road, drops it into a rubbish bag held by 

Farrar. Farrar sits off the tailgate, the bag withered and stretched between his legs. Stares off 

into the distance. The old man’s discbine cuts a meadow at the end of the road, bottom of the 

valley. Crawling under a slate sky. 

 It’s lovely you fellows being here today, Mary Flaherty says. Good for community 

spirit, is it not? She pours tea from a thermos to paper cups. Puts them on the bonnet of the 

lorry. Nods to them whenever someone looks up. 

The volunteers spread across the roadside, kicking through the ditchgrass, leaning over 

the wall to catch any metallic gleam in the weeds. The priest throws a shredded tyre over the 

back of his neck, whistles an old hymn as he crouches again. Brennan picks up a beer can and 

the shattered pieces of a vehicle’s grill. Takes them to Farrar’s bag. Farrar picks the can out 

again, shakes it, then drops it back in. Lonegan holds up a dead squirrel. Tosses it in.  

 Maybe we’ll win this year, Mary Flaherty says. 

 O’Farrell takes a stray flier, wraps it around a Lucozade bottle filled with urine, carries 

it gingerly. Tidy Town to fuck, he says. 

 The old man’s discbine grows in pitch as it nears the closest headlands, then recedes as 

it starts down the other side of the field. 

 O’Farrell overlaps the others bent over the shoulder, swinging back and forth with 

stooped heads. The townspeople mumbling to one another as they matt down the vegetation 

with their runners. John the Meat slides into the seat of the lorry, stares vacantly though the 
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windscreen and waits for Mary Flaherty to remove the tea from the bonnet. He drives the lorry 

ahead, Farrar hanging out the back. 

 Instead of getting out John the Meat remains in the seat, his arm hanging over the 

steering wheel. Then opens the back window. Leans towards it but doesn’t take his eyes from 

the old man’s mower. 

 Ye lads were farmers, weren’t ye? 

 Farrar grunts. Doesn’t bother turning around. 

 The townspeople along the road start to look up. Fidget with the rubbish they hold. 

 The priest closes his eyes, puts his head down. Spreads his large palms over the cloth 

on his stomach. Says Íosac doesn’t need explaining. He opens his eyes, exhales. Searches for 

his tobacco in his robe and chuckles.  

 John the Meat gets out of the lorry. Shuts the door gently so as not to disturb the paper 

cups of tea Mary Flaherty has set back on the bonnet. You’re friends and all, he says, jerking 

his head at Lonegan. But how do you put stock into someone who’s crazy? 

 Crazy, crazy, Farrar says. Steady on, Boyle. 

 A few more people empty their hands into Farrar’s bag, even if only holding a stray 

bolt or a Cadbury wrapper. Just to linger by the lorry. 

 If you don’t understand farming you could hardly understand him, Lonegan says. He 

kicks at the tyre, stares after the old man’s discbine. 

 More townspeople collect by the tailgate, lean on its bed, its hubs. Arms hanging over 

the lip. Farrar starts to shift uncomfortably. Surrounded. 
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 Collins says that old way of farming. Then says sure what do I know. If you could 

change time itself, then sure.  

 Sure who knows what he’s liable to do? The seamstress says. He’s a danger. Look at 

the boy. 

 The priest holds up his hands to draw attention but it does not quiet the people. He 

curses under his breath. Puts a foot on the bumper and pulls out a skin and starts bending it. 

The vehicle sinks with his weight. The paper slips through his fingers and he watches it blow 

down the road. Turning over and over. The priest takes the thermos of tea and throws it into 

the hedge. It bounces off a bush and rolls along the weeds. Ye mind yourselves, Lads, he says. 

 And why do you care, Priest? John the Meat says. 

 Because at least he has fucking conviction. 

 The townspeople stir, congeal. Close in tight to each other and roll their eyes at the 

pluck of having been rebuked by the priest. Their priest. 

 Please, Mary Flaherty says. Come on, now. We have the Tidy Town in just one week. 

Please now, she says, but gingerly crawls into the front seat of the lorry and watches through 

the glass. 

 The child, Duffy shouts. 

 The words still the townspeople. The unease passing over their faces. Rocking on their 

feet and biting their lips. A car passes by, slowly, but few turn towards it. Duffy the most 

unsure, avoids glances. Keeps his head down. 

 We should have left Mulgannon in that fire, the seamstress says. Would have sorted 

itself out. 
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 The turf! the midwife yells. He burned all that turf and now what? 

 Was it the child that set the turf on fire? asks Collins. Playing and the like? 

 Ah, there’s something right off about that boy. You know it yourselves, the surveyor 

says. 

 The silence is filled with the drawl of the old man’s discbine. The old man and the child 

not visible inside the Ford at that distance. The machine’s noises drawing in tighter around the 

townspeople. 

 We can’t have anyone wasting our turf, John the Meat says. He slaps the lorry, hesitates, 

and then charges towards the adjoining meadows. His movements slowed by the hay against 

his trousers. Lunges into the hedgerows beyond it. The other townspeople look at each other. 

Some laugh or shake their head, but then as one person and then another follows his path in the 

grass, they eventually do the same. Pursue after him in a laboured jog. Yell come on, come on. 

Here we go. The seamstress waving everyone off until her husband takes her hand and drags 

her. Lonegan grabs the shoulders of Farrar and the priest, pulls them along until all three are 

lumbering behind. 

 Mary Flaherty sits in the seat with a paper cup in her hand. Watches everyone disappear 

and keeps looking after they are gone. Ah, Íosac, she says. Blows on the tea and sips it. Then 

puts the lorry into gear and drives down the road, stopping to pick up the thermos.  
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The old man lowers himself to his knees, lifts on the planks over the slurry grate by the heifer 

shed. Pulls a handkerchief from his back pocket, presses it over his nose, mouth, leans in. Peers 

into the abyss and waits for the strata of shadow to sift out what in the darkness is manure and 

what is not. His eyes water. He rocks back onto his heels and stares into the paste-grey sky. It 

has been still for days, without anything from it to stir a blade of grass. He stares at it a long 

time, his head cocked back, until he gets dizzy. Is this the way it is then? he asks. 

 He rises unsteadily and hooks onto the slurry tank. 

 The heifers run back and forth along the fence line. Stopping to pull at a mouthful of 

grass before kicking up their rear legs and running again. He had moved them out of the shed 

before spreading because of the methane that rises from the stored slurry. First time on pasture, 

behind a wire, their dirty hooves running through the coarse grass. The old man leans beside 

the agitator. It shakes his body, stirring all the looseness out of it. When the tank is full he 

disconnects the pipe, stuffs the handkerchief into his back pocket, and climbs into the tractor. 

 The weight of the manure pulls on the Ford, pushes into it when he stops at the end of 

the driveway. The tank borrowed and expected back tomorrow. The tractor bouncing along the 

lane, between the stone walls. Turns into a field. 

 The old man starts in the corner of the field and pulls a lever and then pushes on the 

PTO. The tractor vibrates with fever pitch and sends a storm cloud of manure behind the tank 

that the old man governs. It drums on the grass, leaving behind its wet shade. The dark smell 

of slurry fills the tractor cab. There is a simple pattern to work like this that his body falls into. 

The first trip around the field his mind takes it in, its shape and hazards, and is freer to separate, 

disassociate as he makes more turns on the headlands. There is a certain part of the day, 

between the beginning of doing something and when he becomes worn by doing it over and 
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over that the old man begins to dislodge from the soreness of the world, the demand of it. Feels 

like, he thinks, how he is meant to feel. 

 When he pulls back into the driveway he must stop short for the heifer racing in front 

of him, thrashing its head. The fence wire lays flaccid in the grass. Never being behind a fence 

they did not know to respect it, had run through it or pushed on it until it collapsed. Now they 

frolic between the shed and the house, tearing at the lawn grass. He will get them later. 

 The old man connects the agitator pipe to the slurry spreader and turns it on. The 

cylinder shakes with the manure that pulses through it. He bunches the handkerchief on his 

hand and presses it on his face. Bends over to look into the grate. Takes the fabric away just to 

spit into it and listen to its depth. As he pulls away in the Ford some heifers follow after him, 

bawling. 

 In the field a hooded crow lifts itself to flight before the tractor. Its sloppy wings like a 

heavy cloth, settling out of his path. It turns its head to watch him. The brush in the hedgerow 

still. He nearly resents the calm. The respite. Because it is not so with the child. Everything lies 

in wait. The old man wishes it would instead show itself. Allow him to push against it. 

 He empties the slurry into the field. Feels the ease of the tractor relieved, like he would 

in his own body. The grass bent with the dark weight of it. The grass grows better because of 

the shit placed on it. He refuses to see meaning in it. And then laughs because he has made that 

decision. His throat getting sore. 

 The heifers cluster before the gate at the road and scatter before the machine as he turns 

in. He tries to tie the handkerchief around his face as the tank rocks on its tyres, filling. But his 

fingers fumble behind his head. Hello, he shouts into the grate. Devil, are you in there? His 

eyes water and his body sways as he climbs the steps of the tractor. Yee-haw! he yells out the 

window to the heifers, but the engine muffles the sound. 
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 The tank heaves along the ground as the tractor pulls it to where the last pass has trailed 

off. He turns on the PTO without slowing. Old Miss Molly, bird full of folly, he sings. The 

number of loads he takes out will be a number he sleeps with tonight. A companion. To empty 

the damn thing would be better, sure. The skin on his face burns, from the inside. He opens the 

tractor door for more air but the tractor jostles over the earth and the door swings shut on its 

own. Finally the world shows itself, the old man thinks. Wants to fight back. Old Miss Molly, 

hole full of snolly. 

 Comes to a slamming stop in front of the agitator. Leaves the tractor door open as he 

lowers down the steps. What’s the craic, Boy? he yells into the grate, on his hands and knees. 

His echo rises back to him. Who lives chained in the abyss? Come out already and let me beat 

you. 

 He climbs back into the tractor. The handkerchief lying on the ground. Clay leaps 

behind the tyres. Mudded tread pressed into the surface of the lane. The old man can hardly see 

for the tears in his eyes, dust on the windows. Turns into the field and releases the manure, a 

jagged path across the grass. Turns at the hedgerow. He opens the door again and stands on the 

steps. Come! he shouts, the tractor bouncing along the field. He clutches the grab bar and leans 

away from the motor. Come! 

 The old man beats his head against the agitator pipe as it fills and shakes and fills the 

tank. Turns it off. Then kicks the pipe away with the heel of his wellie. The heifers stand before 

him, ears perked. He runs after them, his elbows flailing. Screaming. They dart away and settle 

and he falls as he turns. His body aflame. Screams, gets up and chases after them. 

 The child stands in the doorway of the shed, watching. 

 The tractor jerks out of the driveway, throwing the old man into the seat. Everything 

around him shaking, the belly laugh of a fiend. He turns liquid. Disappears, reappears. Stand, 
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stand, he whispers to himself. The tractor, tank, scrapes against the right wall. Turns the stones 

to dust, leaves them in piles. He lifts his hand in front of him, lets his fingers collapse on the 

steering wheel. Brushes against the left wall. The tank swinging, colliding. The impact passes 

through the old man. Awakens him, turns him to stone. The tractor veers sideways and hits the 

wall head on. The old man crumbles to dust on the floor. 

 The old man opens his eyes. The shifting world opaque, heavy. Dark clouds swelling, 

turning. The old man blinks, pulls his head back. There’s mud on the windows. Pliers on the 

floor. The world tilts away. 

 The old man opens his eyes. Vestigial movement drifts inside him. Recedes and 

reappears on the surface, bobbing. He finds his arm. Opens the door. The fresh air hits him. 

 He does not know how long he has laid there, minutes or hours. It could have been 

years and he is just now finding himself old. He grabs at the steering column, pulls himself up. 

The parts of him joined at odd angles and difficult to stack. 

 He stumbles down the lane. Eyes sore, swollen. He puts a hand along the stone wall as 

he staggers forward. Each swinging foot. The tractor and tank behind him, folded at the hitch. 

Filling the lane. 

 He coughs, head lolling. The breath tears at his throat as it rushes back in. His steps 

bundled in lurches, held tenuously together by the threads inside his legs. A hooded crow is 

perched on the opposite wall, shifting on its claws as the old man passes. Keeps a pale eye on 

him. 

 The old man hears humming. A tune. He stops suddenly, falls against the wall. Grabs 

at the stones behind him to keep himself upright. The melody rises, surrounds him. 

 Mary Flaherty comes down the lane, basket in hand. 
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 The old man tries to straighten as she approaches, sliding back. The stones wet glass in 

his palms. His breath loud. He watches her approach. 

 She wears a floral print blouse. Her greying hair curving over her ears like a tight-fitting 

cap, curling in on itself. She stands in front of him and stops humming. Hands folded to the 

side, over the basket handle. She leans close to him. 

 Íosac, are you well?   

 I am, he says. He looks down the road behind him, the tractor and tank out of view. 

Only empty, bending road. 

 You look worn awful, Íosac. Long day in the field? 

 The top ridge of the lane runs on into the valley. Into oblivion. He looks at her.  

 Mary Flaherty wipes the dust off his chest. Reaches up, touches his face. Wrinkled 

fingers on a weathered cheek, folding into each other. He flinches and settles. Wagtails dip and 

rise over the hedges, veer off and disappear. She steps back, looks him over. Íosac, a lady came 

asking after you. Real nice. Kind, I think. Is it alright I gave her your address? 

 The old man stares at her. Tilts his head. 

 You’re a warrior, if nothing else, Íosac. 

 The old man pushes himself off the wall. Stands straight. He leans over to look in the 

basket. 

 Pears. Do you want one, Íosac? 

 Mary Flaherty hands him a pear. 

 The old man hobbles past her, holding the fruit. He stares down at it, turning it over in 

his hand. His wellies scuffing off the gravel.  



                                                                                                                                                        Novel 

210 
 

 

 

 

 

The old man, the child, walk through the car park of the GAA pitch. Holding hands. A slow 

rain filtering the daylight, the beaded drops in the grass shattered by their wellies. A wrap of 

wet ash on the ground, fading the colours of the earth. 

 The old man, the child, come upon the townspeople staring at the field. In the stands, 

along the fence. A few turn to glance at them, turn back. Their attention fully on the pitch 

before them. 

 As the child and old man near they find the pitch without players. Instead, a few people 

slouch at the end. Hands in their pockets. The white chalk lines blurring into the grass, tattering. 

The old man takes the child across the field. A few of those on the bench following after. 

 What times we live in, what times says the chipper owner. 

 They gather in a circle. Around a hole in the ground that they gaze into, that holds them 

there. The old man leans into it, blinks. Can’t help but smile. The goal posts are missing. 

 Didn’t really wake up today accounting for this, the trainer says. 

 They stare at the ground. Kick at the lip of the turf curled over. 

 That’s some cheek, McDermott says. 

 Lorry tracks lead away from the hole. Two lines swelling in the soft ground. A 

sulphurous haze rising from the wet pitch. 
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 The Icelanders, I suppose, says the trainer. The trainer puts his hands on his hips and 

swings around. As if the posts might be in sight. Just overlooked. 

 Could be one of the teams from down south, O’Keefe says. We nearly beat a few of 

them last year. 

 The chipper owner crosses himself. O’Keefe sees it, does too. 

 We could say the rosary, the bakery assistant says. 

 The townspeople tuck their hands into their elbows and allow the rain to fall on their 

foreheads. Sometimes start to speak but don’t. Rock on their heels from time to time. The pitch 

now a naked plane on which they stand vulnerable. Alone on the empty grass. 

 Eventually those on the field begin to settle back in the stands, join those already there. 

Sure, we’ll drive around a bit, see if they dumped them somewhere, Scannell says. But the rest 

slide to either end of the planks, making space for those sitting down. Bent forward, rubbing 

their thighs to warm them. They looked into the grey shapeless sky from which the rain falls, 

to the cavernous ground, as if somewhere between them things could be explained. They do 

not go home, but sit there as they would the same time every weekend, silent, withdrawn. They 

watch the old man and the child cross the pitch, the car park. As if part of them, when it comes 

to it, suspects the child is at fault. 
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The old man carries milk to the heifers, cuts through the slatted shed. Holds the buckets away 

from him so as not to spill it on his trousers. Gates in the shadows rattle. The bull running his 

head along the bar. 

 The old man lowers the buckets to the concrete, exhales from the relief. Limps over to 

the bull. Rests his wellie on the lowest bar. The bull pulls back. 

 The old man leaves and comes back with a hessian sack of meal and reaches inside. 

Shakes the grain in the scoop before letting it fall to the bull’s dish. Some of it bounces off the 

plastic and disappears in the straw around it. The bull snorts, takes a tentative step and then 

laps at the meal. The old man says hell and pours the rest of the bag into the dish. Some of it 

running over the bull’s head and causing his ears to twitch. Have your day, the old man says. 

 The old man reaches to scratch at the bull’s neck but the bull jerks away. Squares 

himself to the old man and lowers his head. 

 Settle yourself, the old man says, dropping his arms over the gate. Things are as they 

are. No reason to go mad over it. 

 

 

 

 

The old man is on two knees before the discbine, the head’s bonnet lifted up. His hurl among 

the spanners, ratchets and lubricant that mat the grass around him. The old man trying to loosen 

the nuts of the cutter bar and change the old blades. His hands wet with blood, WD-40. He 

stands up to exhale and wipe his forehead. 
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 Colm the Pipe turns into the far end of the lane. Ambles. Talks to himself in a low voice.  

 The old man starts to go to the house but doesn’t and then walks to the end of the 

driveway. Folds his arms. Waits for the plumber. 

 Colm the Pipe is fitted in his mass clothes. Keeps his head down and does not hurry. 

He runs his knuckles along the stone wall. Sometimes whistles. He stops in front of the old 

man. The top of his collar damp. 

 The two men stare at each other. 

 So, the Pipe says, and then says well. He looks down the lane, starts nodding. Smirks. 

Then holds his hand out. I’m here to say thank you. 

 The old man starts to raise his hand and the plumber grabs it, shakes it. When he lets 

go the Pipe rubs his fingers together and then on his trousers. They leave a dark stain.  

 Can I see it? the Pipe says.  

 The old man follows the neighbour’s gaze to the hurl laying by the discbine. The old 

man shifts on his feet, squints into the daylight. Runs his teeth along his lips as he looks the 

Pipe over. 

 The old man picks up the hurl and gives it to him. The Pipe takes it in two hands and 

lifts it to his eyes, scanning the wood. She’s mighty, he whispers. 

 Then he takes a step back and swings it left and right. Took the baptismal font, did you? 

he shouts. He turns around and swings again. Took the font, so? He flails the hurl and thrusts 

it around him. Lunges. Cuts it through the air back and forth. When he’s done he lets the head 

fall to the ground and leans on the handle, catching his breath. Sweat skids off his jacket, falls 

to the grass. Finally hands the hurl back to the old man. 
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 It was the font that got me the most, the Pipe says. 

 The old man takes the hurl back. Keeps it close to him. 

 But Íosac Mulgannon, the neighbour says. He grabs the old man’s arm and squeezes it. 

The old man looks down at the Pipe’s hand gripping him. 

 Well, says the Pipe. 

 The Pipe turns back the direction he came, walks down the lane. Jabbing his fists in 

front of him. Talking to himself. 

 

 

 

 

Mary Flaherty stands at the door of the house, basket of soda bread at her side. The milkers 

have just shut off, leaving an eerie silence echoing in the evening. She peeks her head around 

the corner, at the shed, sees only the bright and confused gaze of heifers looking back at her. 

 Ragweed grows along the edge of the house where the mower can’t reach it, leans out 

like a fringe. No flowers or adornment. Just a worn path from the door to the cubicle shed. 

Mary Flaherty slips a bottle of holy water from her skirt and tosses it around the front door. It 

beads, glistens on the handle. She peers into the window, and then dabs the water on the end 

of her blouse and wipes at the glass to see more clearly. The cloth stained as it falls against her 

legs again. 

 Íosac trudges up the lawn, head bent low. His steps slow, drawn out. The child behind 

him. She waits by the corner of the house. 
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 Being neighbourly, he says, looking at the bread, passing by. 

 Being neighbourly, she says. 

 He pushes the door and goes in, the child with the skull behind him. Leaves it open. 

 She sets the basket on the washing machine. Steps around his wellies, the back of them 

covered in manure. The shelves of the out-kitchen cluttered with fittings, calf boluses, ear tags. 

Show ribbons nailed into the concrete of the wall, their ends curling and the blue colour fading 

to grey. Three dirty jumpers piled in the corner. The old man sits at the table, pulling off his 

trousers. 

 She turns her head. Eventually pulls out a seat. Sits down gently. 

 Íosac. 

 The old man leaves the trousers bundled at his feet. Sits in his underwear. Dark purple 

veins flowing beneath his white bristle. He slumps, stares off. 

 The child sits on the back of the couch, his oversized socks on the cushions. The skull 

turned sideways. Motionless. 

 Mary Flaherty straightens her dress over her knees.  

 I’d offer you tea but I don’t drink it, Íosac says. 

 I know, Íosac. How are you? 

 The old man twists his head further away. 

 A bucket sits under the table, half-filled with unopened envelopes, his name appearing 

again and again. Dishes on the counter, the range. One bread bag stuffed with other bread bags. 

The light over the table dim. 

 Íosac, are you alright? Some days you’re here— 
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 I’m here now. 

 No. I don’t know that you are. 

 The old man leans back further, spreads his legs. The front of his knees quiver and still. 

 Íosac, do you need some help? With anything? 

 The old man grabs the edge of the table, jerks towards her. Did she send you? he asks. 

 No, Íosac. 

 There are no pictures on the wall, the wall blank and fading. Used syringes and 

penicillin bottles and other cattle medicine at the other end of the table. The sitting room unlit. 

The child, the skull, partly in shadow. 

 You’re getting the same notions as the town, Mary, the old man says. 

 The town. 

 People get stuck on ideas. 

 There’s people and there’s ideas, Mary Flaherty says. You can’t make an idea count for 

what is human. 

 Tell me of God then, Mary, the old man says, and walks away. 

 Before Mary Flaherty is an agricultural journal flattened from creasing, and half a cup 

of cold coffee. In the window she sees herself looking back, but behind it the rigid edges of the 

slatted shed, bleaching into the dark. 

 Mary Flaherty rises, takes the cup to the sink. Collects other dishes around the kitchen. 

Pans with grease in them, a pot with hard, naked pasta. Pours water over it all. She keeps her 

back to the sitting room. Stops. Fingers the cross in her pocket and turns. 
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 The child still sits on top of the couch. The skull on its head, its fiendish eyeholes and 

wailing, mocking jaws gazing into some distorted future. The hellish stretch it came from. The 

wide boldness of the bone out of proportion to the small body below it. 

 Mary Flaherty approaches it. Her small steps resound loudly between the walls. Looks 

about her though there is no one else there. She hesitates, her fingers searching in her pockets 

for the crucifix again. 

 The skull turns towards her. 

 She gasps and hurries away. 

 She moves through the hall and towards sounds of rustling. Of water breaking and 

settling. She runs her hand along the wall, in its bareness. Feels its coldness cling onto the skin 

of her fingers. She pushes on a door half-opened and goes in. 

 The old man is in the bath tub. His paleness a shifting translucence under the water. He 

doesn’t look up when she enters. 

 Mary Flaherty puts her hand to her forehead at first. Then lets it fall away in the 

stillness.  

 They say there’s some things that are inevitable Mary, but I don’t think so. 

 The old man takes a half-eaten packet of McVities off the rim of the tub. He holds them 

out to Mary Flaherty, but she waves them off. He thumbs a biscuit out of the package, slowly, 

and then takes a bite. Crumbs fall into the water. 

 You made your choice, Íosac. I won’t pity it and I can’t understand it. But what is it 

you want now? 
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 He sets the McVities back down. As he leans back the top of the water stills and his 

thin, bent frame becomes apparent beneath it. Mary Flaherty realizes that she did not hear the 

water running, that the bath must have been filled earlier in the day. 

 Is it just to die? she says. Are you arrogant enough to think that you’ll be known for 

anything or even remembered for long? 

 The old man rubs at the skin on his chest where it was wet and now drying. Stood by 

it, he says. Stood by it sure. Now I just want it taken off me. 

 Mary Flaherty opens the press and reaches in until she can pull out a crumpled towel. 

She folds it over the hanger next to the tub. Shall I run the warm tap, Íosac? 

 The old man lifts his hand out of the water, turns it over in front of him, staring at it. 

Lets it slide back below the surface. Suddenly he turns to her, water splashing over the sides 

and spreading to her feet. 

 Don’t tell anything to your sister about me. 

 Íosac, Mary Flaherty says, on the way to the door. She lingers in the frame. Peers into 

the darkness of the corridor, sighs. Finally turns back to him. That was fifty years ago, Íosac. 

She’s had a husband and kids. She doesn’t think about you anymore. 

 The old man stares ahead. His knees sticking out of the tub like rusting angle irons. His 

shrunken chest slowly rising and falling. 

 She liked the way I played on the pitch, didn’t she? 

 Yes, Íosac, Mary Flaherty says before closing the door behind her. The latch echoing 

in the hall. That she did. 
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The child rides in the bucket, his wellies dangling over the whitethorn, the gorse. The child 

lifted on the arms of the creaking machine, passes through the lane, held over the old man, the 

tractor bonnet. Draught cutting through the angles of the skull. The child above the turning 

landscape. Raised against the slate sky. 

 The old man steers with his hand in his lap. Shifts carefully, eases off the clutch without 

looking up. The shape of the road shakes the tractor, but the machine, the old man, is steady. 

The tread on the tyres leaves a fading seam on the wet road. 

 The vehicles that approach him still. The people inside look up to follow the child. The 

child drifting across the sallow glass of their windscreens.  

 The Ford crosses the bridge, enters the town. Does not hesitate at the traffic lights nor 

slow at the intersection. The townspeople on the footpath stop. The tractor’s engine louder, 

bolder than the idling cars, the white line disappearing beneath it. The townspeople set their 

groceries on the concrete. Stand outside shops, lean in the door frames. The child was nearly 

taken from us, someone whispers.  

 The old man pulls back on the throttle, slows the machine before the Clarke Martin. 

Pulls into the painted box of Bus Éireann. Lowers the bucket before the pub’s door, slowly. 

The child descends to the footpath. The hydraulic lines flinching inside their couplings. The 

child steps from the bucket, goes into the pub without looking back. Others follow him. The 

old man sits in the tractor seat for a moment. Runs his hand along the steering wheel. Then 

goes in too. 
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The priest leans against the wall, arms folded. Toothpick between his teeth. His eyes 

burn from the corner shadows. The echo of fluorescent light slides off the curves of his head. 

The folds of his soutane rippling over the polished wood as he breathes, straightens. He 

emerges from the back. 

 In the end times the dark horse rides, the priest says, walking into the centre of the 

room, head down. Black cloth sliding over his calves. The dark horse comes. We are told this. 

 Townspeople crowd the bar and the floor. Are silent. The seat next to Gill, Lonegan 

and Farrar is vacant. The child is on the knee of Lonegan. The old man grabs the back of the 

chair, glances up at those watching him, and finally sits. 

 Scale in hands, mounted high. Wheat for a penny and man’s suffering for less. What 

one has one will lose by word alone. It is so. 

 It is so, says Mary Flaherty, at the front table. 

 No man can hide from it. No man will be left unaffected, the priest says. His hook nose 

jolts around the room, turning on invisible trails in front of him. It will be dire, My Children. 

But My Children, man can choose how he stands up to it. He can choose who he is in the face 

of it. 

 The priest’s shoes strike off the floor. Heads turn to follow him. The priest sways, and 

this pulls on his audience. 

 This man did, the priest says, pointing at the old man. This man stood against the tide 

of darkness coming.  

  Íosac Mulgannon, the Gardaí did not settle those boys from the east, but you did, 

Morrissey says. 
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 He did, says the priest. He looks around the pub, but not at the old man. Lifts his finger. 

Give Íosac his due, he says. 

 The old man holds the bottom of his pint on the table with a cupped hand. Stares into 

it. The veins of his arm cross each other like fallen electric lines. The heft of their eyes pushing 

into him. Because the priest is not moving, everything is still.  

 I was only looking after the child, the old man says. 

 He nods slowly. And then still nodding, pushes the hurl against the floor and raises 

himself up. 

The child sits at the table, leaning forward on his elbows. The priest steps back to 

prevent from obstructing the crowd’s view. The skull tilts and turns about the room, but there 

is no way to mistake the child’s eyes inside it, peering from the shadows behind the bone. The 

townspeople tilt forward, inhale. The pub lights kept in the glaze on the table in front of him. 

 Wilson slams his hand on the table, stands abruptly. You can’t take one of ours so 

easily, he says. 

 

  

 

 

The old man turns on the lights of the shed. Small, muted explosions, veiled by cobwebs as the 

fluorescent bulbs flicker. Settle. The wrapped bales, the alley brush, the skid steer loader 

reluctantly emerge in the glow. The child is in the rafters at the end of the shed. The old man 

passes beneath him without looking up. 
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 He flips on the vacuum, flips on the wash. Chlorinated water pushes through the pipes 

of the shed, shakes the braces that hold them. Cows in the cubicles do not stir. The hazy light 

falls on their backs and illuminates the dandruff on their loins and the stains on their hocks. 

They do not dully lift their heads to watch him change the gates, clean the water fountains. Do 

not flick their tails as he passes. They will rise when it is their time to stand and be milked. 

 The wash water empties into the dairy. A cascade from a higher pipe to the concrete, 

drifts to the shadows of the drain, joins a silent river below that pulls on the unseen parts of a 

man. Takes them away, soundless. The old man flips the toggle switch. Turns on the milkers. 

 Outside the dairy he looks up to the child. The child reaches for the cobwebs around 

him. Raises his hand to show how they wrap around his fingers. The old man stops, to say 

something, but doesn’t. 

 He runs his hand along the first cow’s flank to show her that he’s there, and then dips 

her teats in iodine. His hands move automatically. Feels and does what they have always done. 

Works his way along the pit, wiping the udders of one row of cows before starting down the 

other. A familiarity to it that makes it neither absurd nor beautiful. The first milker on. Then 

the rest.  

 He stands there in the parlour. Coffee breath, the numbness of the cool darkness. The 

morning milking something apart from time. Among these first cows he does not think of what 

he must do for the day, weigh what he has done yesterday. Does not assemble the parts of his 

life. He does not allow himself to be sad, for himself, for the world. Nor happy. Because of that 

in this black early hour the holding area of the shed stretches before him endless. 

 Yet something tugs on him from outside himself. A feeling, nudging into him. A dark 

idea welling. He paces the pit while the cows milk, the claws clutching and releasing their 
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udders. Something manky, he says, and when he says it out loud it becomes true. He goes to 

walk the alley but then decides that is a fruitless act and so takes a brush and sweeps it instead. 

 He pushes the stray silage against the bunks and when he gets to the end of the shed he 

puts the brush against the wall and walks into the dairy. Glances up to the child on the way in. 

Inside he stops. Looks around. Closes his eyes. The compressor is loud and fills the room. The 

violence of cooling milk. It fills his head. Pitchless roar that grabs at his bones. He opens his 

eyes and turns and looks and looks. Stares at the compressor. The control box. The vacuum 

pump, the pressure metre. The pressure metre reads the vacuum at sixty kilopascals. It should 

be fifty. 

 He bursts out of the dairy. 

 He throws his hands up at the child hanging above him, then turns to the cows milking 

to find the milk crashing inside the glass windows of the milking units, pulled too quickly. It 

is drawn with malignance from the animals, with greedy haste. The inflations contracting with 

malice. The pipes in the shed resound the beat relentlessly, surrounding the old man, all the 

more malevolent because he now recognizes it. The cows shifting uncomfortably on their rear 

legs, swinging the milkers between their hocks. The shed throbbing with adrenaline.  

 It’s not the way it’s supposed to be, the old man says. 

 He pushes back into the dairy, the door recoiling on its hinges. Stands in front of the 

vacuum metre. Hits it, as if it is the thing itself and not a thing that only measures. Through the 

inlet pipes the sound of milk hurtling into the top of the bulk tank, shattering the pool inside. 

He hits the stick again. Paces over the weathered concrete. Looks up to the child as he shoves 

through the door. 

 What would you have me do? 
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 The door snaps back on the spring and bounces against the wall, causing the cows 

closest to it to stir. He descends into the pit, leans underneath a cow to take the milker off. She 

lashes her switch across his face and he grabs her tail, the whole of its bone in his hand. Turns 

the stopper and pulls the unit off her. Her teats pink, rings of puckered flesh at the top. The 

inflations of the unit fall over his hand like a wilted flower. He turns the valve again and it 

heaves excitedly. 

 God damn it all, he says. The heavy gasp of the shed around him. Pushing in. He runs 

up the steps. Picks up a pitchfork and hurls it into the alley. It bounces end over end. He lunges 

into the dairy again to kick the vacuum pump. Reads the metre again. Stomps his foot—wash 

water rising around him, bursting on the concrete. Out the door again. 

 He stands below the child. Are you going to help me now? 

 The old man holds up his arms for a moment and then allows them to collide against 

his waist. His eyes clammy under the fluorescent bulbs. His skin a crude wrap over his bent 

frame. I don’t understand why it’s like this. Child, speak now. Child! 

 The child does not look down. He sits slumped on the rafter, head cocked back. The 

skull open-mouthed, half-grinning. Stares at the bottom of the tin roof. 

 The old man storms into the parlour and knocks everything off the pipe. Paper towels 

lift apart and fall damply to the aisle. The iodine jug rolls and spills, the dark liquid pouring 

over the stone ground on its way to the drain, turning brown and then yellow as it thins. 

 The old man lowers to his knees below the child, looks up. The child kicks his heels off 

the beam. The bottom of his wellies float above the old man like vertigo spots. Take it, the old 

man says. He lays on the ground, curls himself up. Take it all, he says, his words drowned by 

the pulsation of the shed. 
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 Take it all. 

 

 

 

 

The old man, the child, walk the lane in the dark. The old man lumbering between the stone 

walls. The child follows behind him, dragging his feet. Night-birds flutter between branches. 

Lift into flight as tittering shadows. Sometimes the old man speaks to the child. Tonight he 

does not. To speak to the child is to tell of things he does not know until he says them out loud. 

To come upon things he does not want to know. Sometimes he does. Tonight, instead, he walks 

the lane. 

 Sometimes when the old man walks at night he likes the idea of how everyone else is 

sleeping but he is awake. Conscious. It makes him feel he has one-upped the world for a 

moment, outlasted it. Outworked it. He lifts his hurl and runs it across the brush. Shattered 

leaves trail behind him. The darkness, it is his, he allows himself to think.  

 The old man does not know songs or verse, but if he did, he ponders, this might be the 

time to recite them. He knows only the sounds of the land, of the farm, and the rhythms he puts 

to them and them to him. He has stories, some his father gave to him and those he came upon 

himself. The time the east field was called the Lime Pile Field because of the supplies the 

county kept there. When he unhooked a wagon and it rolled through the hedge all the way to 

Mary Flaherty’s. All the wet spots and backward calves and times the cattle got out. Sometimes 

he tells them to the child, even if he has told him already. As the child is the last to keep them, 

so he must keep the child.  
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 A humming noise creeps along the wall. Channelled by the stone. A course melody, 

cadenced by spitting. As they near it the old man grabs the child, keeps him close. Puts his 

hand over the mouth of the jaw and then realizing the child does not speak, pulls him behind 

him. Hurl poised. 

 There is a figure on the wall, feet spread. Tall, lanky. The shape of a teenager, his 

features concealed in the dark. He faces away, sways. Pisses into the hedge. 

 The old man reaches up his hurl and pokes him. 

 The boy jolts. He flails his arms, urine dropping over the rocks. Christ fuck almighty, 

the teen says. 

 Joe Hyland’s garage is up ahead, the door open. Sounds of stirring inside. The old man 

grabs the child and walks below the silhouette fumbling with his trouser clasps. 

  Where you going auld one? The teen tries to follow on the wall, straight-legged. 

Attempts to zip and walk at the same time. 

 The old man steps into the light of the shed. Puts the hurl over his shoulder. Inside two 

boys carry an air compressor across the concrete floor. They see the old man, freeze. Look at 

each other. One jerks his head towards the open door of Joe Hyland’s trailer.  

 You’re hardly Hyland, the old man says. 

 A nephew, says one of the boys. Grey hair, moustache, but young. The other one is 

shorter, shaved head, tattoos. As the eyes of the old man settle the shapes of four more boys 

emerge from the back shadows, their arms full of tools and appliances. Watching him. 

 The old man looks toward the house at the end of the lane. The house is dark. 
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 The boy from the wall rushes in, panting. Under the garage bulb he is a tall, awkward 

ginger. Snuck up on me, he says in a Dublin accent. The auld lad’s a fucking ninja. 

 The grey-haired teen and bald-headed boy pick up a PTO shaft, but the grey-haired teen 

drops it when he sees the child. The plastic shield shatters. The teen peers around the old man, 

to the child. Reaches up to touch the skull. That’s some dark shit, he whispers. He motions to 

the other boys to come closer but they remain in place, looking at the old man, the door. 

 By fuck, you’re the Icelanders, the old man says. 

 The old man sits down on a tractor tyre. The hurl between his legs. Then the old man 

laughs hysterically and it echoes between the tin walls, washes over them. In the flesh and 

blood, he says. 

 The grey-haired teen grabs a pipe wrench and holds it over the old man. You better 

mind yourself. 

 I couldn’t care less what you do, Lads. 

 He’s playing, the ginger says. 

 Is he playing? asks the grey-haired teen. The grey-haired teen laughs himself. A high-

pitched cackle like a crow. 

 Two boys pull spanners off the wall in bunches, hold them like kindling in their arms. 

Others start to tentatively lift plough parts and a workhorse towards the trailer.  

 The Icelanders? The grey-haired teen puts his hands on his hips. Looks to one side. 

Then the other. Fucking A, I like it Sham.  

 They start to lift an old radiator. Decide it’s too heavy. They scan through the garage, 

tossing aside couplings, fittings, an oil filter. 
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 You did the church job? the old man asks. 

 God is good, Sham, says the grey-haired teenager.  

The bald-headed kid says especially when you sell him to the city churches. 

The ginger puts his palm over his heart. My grandfather looked over a small country 

parish. They shut it down, see. He had these things in storage when he passed, bless him. Must 

have kept them, sure. 

The old man claps his hands together. Rocks backwards. He nearly collides into the 

child. And the instruments? 

The ginger pretends to play the banjo. 

Christ Almighty, the goal posts? 

For the craic, like! the grey-haired teen shouts. Slaps his knee and howls. He allows 

himself to collapse onto a bucket, his limbs settling around him. Red-faced, teary-eyed. Turns 

to the old man. 

You’re not too torn up, Auld One? Us grabbing the goods? 

Unto Caesar what is Caesar’s. 

Amen, shouts the ginger. This shitehawk town. Sure, we started hanging about during 

the day, for the hell of it now. Sure, who’s to bother? 

The grey-haired teen bites his lip, studies the old man, his hurl. These people, they must 

have done you hard. He sticks his foot out to half-heartedly trip the bald-headed boy carrying 

an anvil. The bald-headed boy steps over his runner. That, or you’re a real hard cunt. 

The ginger holds up pliers. For work, Boy! Sticks out his tongue at the old man. Tosses 

them in the trailer. 
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The grey-haired teenager stares at the child. Seems to be making calculations. It’s 

hardly our fault, he says. Quiet, serious tone. It’s the way the world went. Beyond our control 

and all that. He starts laughing again. What’s the deal with the kid? 

I suppose the world made him that way too, the old man says. 

The other boys walk around the old tractor, bare workbench, a rusting wall fan. Their 

hands behind their backs, stooped. Turning things over to consider their value. Picked the bitch 

clean, the ginger says. Let’s roll. 

The grey-haired teen rises. Starts towards the lorry cab, then turns back to the old man. 

I’ll tell ya, we’d fucking bash ya in if you tried anything, you know yourself. 

The old man lifts himself off the tyre. His knees cracking. Sure, what are you going to 

do to me that hasn’t been done already? He looks himself over, shrugs with a half-smile. 

By Jays, the state of you. You’re right! We’ll take the kid. 

You will not, the old man says. 

The grey-haired teen grabs the child. The old man pulls the child away from him. 

The bald-headed boy opens a switchblade knife. Metal sliding against metal. It rings 

inside the garage. 

Listen Auld One, we’ll do no harm. Just need a little insurance, the grey-haired teen 

says. 

We have a Gardaí scanner, the ginger says. Motions towards the lorry.  

The grey-haired teen shoves the child towards the other two. The child winces. The 

skull looks up to them. As long as we don’t hear nothing on it about no thieves or nothing we’ll 
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drop him off at the next town. He can take the bus in the morning. The teen snorts. We’ll give 

him a few cans while he waits. 

It is only when they clutch the sleeve of the child that the old man realizes that he has 

seen them before. He grips the hurl with both hands. 

 If you’re sound he’s safe, sure, says the bald-headed boy. Shifting on his feet, chewing 

gum. 

 They pull the child towards the cab. The child turns back, reaches for the old man. 

 You will not take the child, the old man shouts. 

 The Dublin boys lift the child into the seats of the lorry. Telling each other to be quick. 

The child sits with his hands in his lap. The ginger lifts his finger to touch the skull, but another 

boy elbows him first. The trailer rocks from the weight of the teenagers inside it. The back door 

slams shut.  

 The old man runs into the road. Stands, throbbing. Both hands on the hurl. A hunched 

shadow in the lane. 

 The headlights flick on. The old man awash in a yellow glow.  

 See, he’s buckled, the grey-haired teen says. He tugs on the seatbelt over the child’s 

chest. Safe and sound. The words come muffled through the glass.  

 The child is pinned between the older boys. Small, ill-fitted. The skull looks out, 

expressionless. The ginger waves the old man out of the way. 

 The grey-haired teen puts the vehicle into gear. It creeps ahead. Jesus, man, clear out. 

Hands appear on the trailer’s railing as those inside grab the frame for support. The teen shifts 

again, the lorry bouncing. Picks up speed. 
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 The old man spreads his legs. Braces. The exhaust of the lorry is blue in the night and 

trails after it. The stones in the wall blur by its doors. Tools spill against themselves in the back, 

followed by cursing. The grey-haired teen bangs the heel of his palm on the top of the steering 

wheel. Looks to the child. The ginger leans his torso out the passenger side window and waves 

his arms frantically. 

 The old man’s eyes shine wild in the headlights. He raises his hurl above his head and 

clenches his teeth. Heaves it at the windscreen of the lorry. 

 The old man falls to the ground from the momentum swinging through his body. He 

looks up in time to see the blade of wood entering the glass, dissolving it. It lands over the boys 

inside. The truck sways left, right, screeches. It crashes into the rugged wall. Stones collapse 

around the tyres. 

 The old man hurries to the passenger door. He allows the ginger to drop out of it. The 

youth lays mumbling on the road. Blood on his lips. The old man unfastens the seat belt, pulls 

the child towards him. Glass sheds off his clothes and bounces in the lane.  

 The grey-haired teen and the bald-headed boy are sprawled over the bonnet, twitching, 

moaning. One lifts his hand towards the old man, but the old man is already lurching down the 

road, arm around the child. He bends down to pick up the hurl and disappears into the darkness. 

     

 

 

 

Farming, farming, Farrar says. Mulgannon why must you ask? 
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 They stand in a knot of trees, in the darkness, the trees an island rising out of the dark 

sea of grass. The cans they hold limp at their waists catch a bit of light, the men themselves but 

shadows. The night thick with stars, the stars overlapping and twisting over each other. 

 Farrar stands with his free hand tucked in his collar, elbow hanging over his chest. I 

was then I wasn’t, he says, and then says farmer. 

 The old man drinks. The trees are thin and branchless, bending over the men. The tops 

of grass rustle and then are still. The field a murkiness that swirls around them. 

 Neighbour says, says do you want to raise some heifers for me. Farrar swings the beer 

can in a stiff arc. Nope. I was a farmer but now I’m not. That’s the way of it. 

 The old man leans against a tree. Folds his hands behind him. Lets the rough bark scrape 

at his skin. The leaves folding below the moon as it drifts over. 

 Farrar flings his can into the void in front of them. Angry … always. Don’t know why. 

But I know why. 

 Cúchulainn knew that it was phantoms calling him out and that he couldn’t win, but he 

fought anyway, the old man says. What do you think of that? 

 Angry, angry, Farrar says to himself, mournfully.  

 

 

 

 

The shed lights glow from the rafters and wash the cubicles and concrete below in filmy 

ruddiness. The pulse of the milkers fill the building, bleed quietly into the night. The old man 
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leans on the manure scraper, an unlit cigar in his mouth. His wellies next to a dark shape on 

the pocked concrete. He pushes the grizzle from his teeth, spits into the grates. Watches the 

priest enter the parlour. 

 The priest pulls up his frock and stuffs the ends of it into his jeans. It bulges around his 

waist. When he leans over the pit wall to take the udder of a cow in his hand the cloth looks 

effeminate on his large frame. The priest kneads the cow’s rear quarters in his fingers, sends a 

flush of milk through the inflations. When he decides she is done he turns the stopper that kills 

the vacuum and lets the unit collapse over his knuckles. Strips each teat between his fingers, 

slowly, deliberately, shattering streams of milk over the concrete. It pools and is blue under the 

shed lights.  

 Ever had sex? the old man asks. 

 Have you ever ate margarine? 

 The priest rises and walks along the row of cattle to find the cows the old man has not 

yet milked. He places his hand on the Friesian’s flank to steady her, leans forward again. In the 

early days of seminary they loaned us out to farmers. A way of serving the needs of the 

congregation, I suppose. I only ever wanted to save the town.  

The cow rocks on her hind legs again, the milker swinging below her. Don’t, the priest 

says. He holds the inflations in place. Were you baptized? he asks the old man. 

 In a water trough. It’s still in the pasture. 

 The clergy would do that? 

 If that’s what the old lad would let them. He had humour. 

 The priest looks up, cups his chin in his free hand. Is your soul saved then? 
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 Just made trouble for it. 

 The cow thrusts her hoof and strikes the priest in the wrist. The priest recoils. Pulls his 

fist back and hits the cow as hard as he can. The cow jolts and swings away from him. The 

milker drops to the grates. Sucks in dry shed air. The priest tilts his head and grips the lip of 

the pit, a deep release rushing over him. 

 The child sits in the rafters of the shed, on top of the stack of wrapped silage bales that 

fill the back of the building. Feral cats coil around him. He lets the heel of his wellies bounce 

off the white plastic as he watches the things below. 

 The priest rises. Sits on the wash bucket in the middle of the pit. Were the cows drinking 

from the water you were baptized in? 

 They were. And they drank from it afterwards. It was their trough. 

 The priest reaches underneath his frock. Pulls out a balled-up Dunnes bag with tobacco 

and papers. He stoops over the bucket, filling two cigarettes on his knees.  

 Has this been our lot from the beginning? the old man asks. Predestined, in your terms. 

 I want to hate, says the priest. But I’m only allowed to hate faceless things. Things that 

don’t know I’m hating them and wouldn’t care. 

 The old man sprays at a pile of manure in the grates, watches it lift apart. Spits again. 

When I was a boy, on this place, my older brother used to put me on his shoulders and spin me 

around as fast as he could. Don’t know why I started thinking about that again. 

 The open windows along the wall like portals to the darkness outside. The shed light 

pushing against them. The milker units on both sides of the pit throb, steadily, each rhythm its 

own and discordant. Broken stalls, an empty feed cart and bale wrapping shoved against the 

cracked walls. Chaff scattered along the feed bunks. 
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 The priest turns to the old man and bends on one knee. Keeps his hands lifted, as if to 

catch the farmer. 

 The old man stares at him and then looks at the cattle around them. Takes a step 

forward. Leans. Doesn’t know how to put himself onto the priest. 

 The priest waits.  

 Finally, the old man tips forward and falls into the priest. The priest lifts the small 

crooked frame of the farmer to the air, his wellies hanging in front of the priest’s chest, the 

priest folding his arm over the back of his legs. He turns slowly, the priest a pinnacle beneath 

him. The features of the shed, the cubicles, the cows, the drinking fountain, where he has spent 

his waking life, shift around him. Each bucket of meal and tangle of wire turn and disappear 

and circle again, surging faster and blazing into light as the priest spins. The old man is lighter 

the faster he turns, lifting into the air, towards the ceiling. The old man rises, higher, higher, 

until not the priest’s hands nor the rafters nor the shed can keep him anymore. 

 When the priest sets the old man down the old man lifts his foot and is flung back. He 

stumbles until he collides against the pit wall, sends the bucket skidding. Finally slumps to the 

ground in a heap. In the sudden stillness of the shed there is only the distant pulsation of the 

milkers beating around him. The priest grabs the front of the old man’s shirt with both hands 

and lifts him to his feet. 

 They stand in the open doorway of the shed, looking out at the sweep of darkness over 

the valley. The priest hands the old man one of the cigarettes, lights it for him. They blow the 

smoke into the night, pale apparitions drifting in front of them. The old man spits. 

 God help us if these were things we’ve chosen, the priest says. The two men hold their 

cigarettes at their sides. Embers pulled into flame before burning away. 
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The old man drives through the skirts of light beneath each lamppost. Leans back, arms folded. 

The steering wheel wedged between his thighs—mind, body, machine welded by the 

unconscious while he drives and that’s why he drives, now, through the town at night and it is 

so he can think. He moved bales off a south field but instead of turning into the shed he kept 

straight, driving on. Until he found himself passing along the main street of the town in low 

gear, turning around in the butcher shop, and going up it again. Passing beneath the lamplight. 

 Town is an invention born of fear, he thinks. First man came and then man farmed, and 

then those who couldn’t farm drew together and put their houses close to one another so as to 

not have the space to be of anything themselves. He drives. The tractor tilts as it passes over 

drainage grates. The streets are wet and spread the lamplight unevenly. The shopfronts on either 

side of him like a wilting hedgerow. Gaps of shops already abandoned.  

 The old man knows that it is coming. It is a whisper behind him. A fingernail drawn 

across the back of the neck. A bad feeling that is natural with farming, but things are coming 

and the things that are coming are greater than before.  

 He thought he is here to clear his mind, let the grizzle settle out of his thoughts. To tell 

himself he will yet stand, and if that is true then perhaps he is here to call out the thing that 

approaches. To present himself beneath this municipal light and declare that he is here, he is 

here, he is here. Still. 

 Shadows pass by the windows of houses. Curtains close. The old man drives on. 
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 He stops outside the butcher shop. Instead of pulling in and turning around again he 

leans in the seat. Scrapes a clump of mud off the window and lets it fall to the floor. 

 The streets go dark. The lamplights, the shop signs all dampen out. Everything to 

silhouette. The town extinguished in one industrial glitch. The traffic lights dull like dried fruit 

in the late autumn. He can still make out the corners of buildings on the street, the metal posts 

that hold the traffic signs, their lettering gone. He wonders if he has done this with his mind 

but he knows he has not. It is the belly of the dark thing passing over them. It is coming for 

them all. 

 He puts the tractor into gear and drives home. 

 

 

 

 

 The old man stands before the storage shed. This shed where the farm empties its trouser 

pockets and heaps the things it sloughs from it in case there’s something to be called into use 

again. His resistance, stacked upon itself and pooled into shadow. In the absence of sight his 

body’s memory leads him around the corners and rough edges of duct fans and broken rake 

shafts, the shapes of bolts and nails under his wellies pressing into the rubber as he passes over 

them. He reaches into the darkness, finds the handle of the generator, thrusts it forward. 

 The old man flips the toggle. The cowshed lifts apart into light, the flaring glare 

shocking the stone and walls and animals inside it. Wash water erupts through the pipelines, 

pulsing through the building. The cows raising themselves in the cubicles, backing out slowly. 
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The motor of the generator booms, but slips into the folds of the throbbing between the walls, 

spreading into the night. 

 He milks. Takes the iodine dipper off the pipe, dips their teats, wipes them. He strips 

each teat, feels it in his fingers, remembers to put balm on it later if it needs it. He sees his arms 

and his hands move in front of him, and he too is a thing bleached by the overhung bulbs of 

the pit. He guides the inflation over the teat, gently. Sometimes the child insists to do it and he 

lets the child. In those times he stands back and watches the child and the cow.  

 The old man milks twice a day. All of his adult life and most of his childhood. Same 

time every morning, every night. His mind and body diverge. The body knows what it will do, 

probably knows the mind is not to be trusted anyhow. Often the old man has gathered the cows 

from the pasture and set the milkers to wash and dipped the first udders before he realizes he 

has done so. If he were to die tonight, the old man knows, his corpse will rise the next morning 

and set the milkers to wash. 

 The shed windows frame a peering face. The dust blurring it, the whitewash chipping 

on the wood around it. The head drops back into shadow. It drifts in and out of the panes as it 

slips along the outside of the shed.  

After passing the last window the builder stands in the doorway of the parlour. Waiting 

to be seen, invited into the fluorescent carry of the pit lights. Finally lowers his head and steps 

in. 

 The old man bends towards a cow. A milker in his hand. 

 The builder runs his palm along the animal’s thigh. Nods. 

 The old man nods. 
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 The builder looks at the cement walls, the cobwebs in the rafters. Avoids the eyes of 

the old man as he scans the rows of cows, his lips mouthing the numbers in their ear tags. 

 The old man takes the inflations off the front teats, leaves the back ones working. 

They’re pulled tight and dangling. 

 I do the big sites, you know, the builder says. Sure, pays the bills. 

 The old man grabs the parlour hose with his free hand. Sprays the manure off the cow’s 

hooves. He tilts the milker to flush more milk. Do you like it? 

 The builder taps the pit wall with his boot. Been meaning to stop in, in the way of 

things. Even asked the priest about it. He said you don’t bite or nothing. A small smile appears 

on the builder’s face. Then he says probably. 

 The old man takes the milker off. Hangs it on the clip. Dips another udder in iodine. 

His movements among the cows rigid, deliberate. He fumbles taking the paper towels from his 

back pockets. It has been many years since he has milked with another man in the shed with 

him. He keeps his head lowered as he wipes the teats, strips them. 

 The builder turns around him, takes in the shed again and the things inside it. My auld 

lad did some farming. Part of me wishes I kept it up. He stops suddenly. Sees the child in the 

rafters, in the far corner of the building. The skull turned broadside, gazing at an empty wall. 

The thin legs of the child dangling beneath it. Cast against the rafters the skull holds nothing 

in it but shadow. The builder looks away, then looks back. 

 The Carrigy place, was it? the old man says. 

 It was. 

 I remember. 
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 The builder puts his fingers in the iodine. Brings it to his nose. Things were different 

then, weren’t they? 

 They were. For me and your auld lad.  

 Doherty comes through the door, waves at the two of them. The steps bending beneath 

the bulk of his wide chest, thick legs. Plastic bag in his hand, the top rolled in his fist. The 

shapes of cans bulge on the bottom.  

 Doherty rocks side to side, plunges his hand. Gives one can to the builder, one to the 

old man. Wanted to drink with the man who stood up to the boys from the east, he says. 

 The old man keeps his can by his waist. Doherty opens his. It snaps, foam rising. He 

exchanges it with the one the old man holds. 

 So. 

 They touch cans. 

 The old man breathes in. Beer, shit and iodine turn inside his chest. 

 A shadow flickers outside the window, draws the old man’s gaze. The darkness inside 

the panes settles. The old man watches, nearly goes up the steps. With his arms folded he 

swings his head to look over the milkers, sees that the milk still flows. 

 Were you scared? Doherty asks. Did you think they were going to rough you up? 

 In the silence they watch the old man. Their heads nod, barely perceptible, to the rhythm 

of the vacuum’s pulsation. 

 I’m not much of a thinking man anyway, the old man says. 
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 They laugh and kick at the ground and stick their hands in their pockets. They say Jesus 

and how about that, smiling. The cows stir in the pit, bumping into the railing. The milkers 

swinging. 

 The old man climbs the steps of the pit and their laughter dies after him. He is pulled 

toward the shed door, open and tilted on its hinges. Limps into the night air that moves through 

it. The old man steps outside, at the edge of the fading light bleeding from the cowshed, and 

stares into the fields. 

 The darkness heaves and ripples before him. His eyes settle, survey the balls of rolling 

shadow that move across the land. They pass through hedgerows and rye and the stand of 

alders, coming towards him. Silhouettes pulled by the beating pulse of the shed. They emerge, 

narrow to shape. Take the form of Doran, Kinsella. Belton. Corcoran and the nurse holding 

hands. 

 They say hello Íosac and how are you and hesitate, nearly linger, and then pass him on 

their way to the shed. Costello. Hagan. Some wear wellies, old jumpers. They hold scones and 

whiskey and biscuits tucked in one arm and with the other reach out to grab the elbow of the 

old man or lay a hand on his shoulder. Moving past him. The teacher. Joyce. Their faces 

broaden in the light. Drawn from the dark plane and onto his farm. 

 The old man goes to the window of the shed and puts his head to the glass. The 

townspeople walk among his cows. They touch them and point and say things that are 

unintelligible from out there. They fill the alleys and the fronts, fit in between the clutter of the 

shed and take its shape. Jaffa Cakes and Powers line the pipe that runs along the walls of the 

parlour, McVities slipped between the iodine and paper towels. The vacuum beats around them, 

fills in the space between, joins them and makes them all of the same thing, nodding, throbbing 

within the walls of the building.  
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 They pick up the pitchfork and pull baling twine out of the rubbish to wrap around their 

hands and stop to talk, but mostly they move through the alley, gradually ebb across the limed 

concrete, towards the end of the shed. They pool below the child and look up, watching him 

silently. Stilled, like branches collecting at the mouth of a dam. The skull looks down as they 

gather below him. 

 The old man turns and leans against the wall. Thinks he feels the shed shift against him. 

The pulsation of the milkers, the shed, spread through the door, the concrete, through him, 

beating in time, repeating what he has known them to always say: the child, the child, the child, 

the child. 

 

 

 

 

The old man swings two buckets at his side, walking from the house. Collides them together 

to make the plastic echo when they meet. So sometimes I’m here and sometimes I’m not, he 

says. Swings the buckets over his head. Fast enough that the envelopes inside don’t fall out. 

 He walks into the shed, not waiting for his eyes to adjust. Shoves the buckets below a 

cow’s chest as she stands. Leaves them there as he tries to squeeze in beside her. She reaches 

back to sniff at them, lifting the corners of those on top. 

 The old man dumps out the unopened letters. They flitter and settle beneath the animal, 

covering the sawdust of the cubicle. The logos of feed companies, debt collectors, solicitors. 
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 Tosses the buckets in the alley. One lifts upright, the other rolls to the grates. He’s about 

to push past the cow again, but stops, reaches for an envelope. Wipes the bank’s insignia on 

the front of his jeans and then opens it. 

 He sits for a long time, gazing past the print. To the pitchfork against the wall. A broken 

shed fan. A tipped bag of milk replacer. 

 

 

 

 

A patch of grass between the house, the shed, and the heifer pens, tangling over itself. The old 

man stands in the middle of it. The head of the hurl on the ground but he does not lean on it 

nor slump. The child behind him. The farm looms over the child, dimming in the twilight. A 

cow pushes into the gate of the cubicle shed, the chain that holds it stretched taut. She lifts her 

head and bellows into the dusk.  

The door of the grey saloon claps shut. An erect silhouette strides along the grass. 

Shoulders above the fading horizon.  

The old man puts both hands on the knob of the hurl. Waits for the banker to come to 

him. 

 Calm day, O’Grady says. He stops before the old man with a packet of documents at 

his side. 

 The old man has seen this day in the darkness of the morning while he drank his coffee 

and every time he stood in the alley of the shed with his arms folded, watching the cows milk 
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out, every time he has laid down at night. The bad feeling that puddled in his gut for so long it 

went into his tissue and ligaments and stained his thoughts now wells out to stand before him. 

To see if it can swallow him. He had hoped for a heart attack, in the shed—extinguished in one 

go. Or to be taken by an accident, sometimes fantasising the pain. That did not happen, but he 

will not mourn for that now. He wonders if he can meet this with grace, but he knows that he 

cannot. He is a man called to stand. 

 You will not, he says. Then says take my farm. 

 Paul O’Grady, a man with acquired professional demeanour. Stares at the ground and 

rubs the ends of his vest between his fingers. Íosac, look. 

 The old man sticks the end of the hurl in O’Grady’s chest and pushes him back. 

 O’Grady’s face goes blank. He blinks. 

 Íosac. The skin on O’Grady’s forehead reddens. He opens his arms, the envelope in one 

hand. I need you to sign them. It’ll be easier. 

 The old man looks up. The sky is stone, this he knows, and maybe man only stands to 

be crushed beneath it, but let it crush him. Let it do its worse and see if he asks for mercy. 

 I need to put these in your hands, O’Grady says. Acknowledge receipt of the papers. 

This is the way it is supposed to be. 

 The old man swings, knocks the packet out of his grasp. The envelope lays broadside, 

leaning in the grass. 

 You’re mad. You’re fucking mad. 

 Heifers stand before the fence, watching. They are wide-eyed, poised to dash at any 

moment. The birds of daylight have settled inside hedgerows and tucked their heads into 
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themselves, leaving the air empty and swelling. The old man is rigid. The smell of iodine rises 

from his clothes, pools behind his eyes. The child stands behind him, blowing from inside the 

skull. A distant rush of wind from inside the bone. The skull tilting, as if on its own, towards 

O’Grady. 

 O’Grady rocks on his feet, clicks a pen at his side. His features receding into the dark. 

 Another car pulls along the road, stops at the edge of the driveway. A woman leans out 

of the open door of the vehicle a long time, and then rises. Becomes a looming profile from the 

other direction, between the house and shed. A bounding shadow striking towards them. 

 The old plough, the teat dip drums, the broken radiator are a silent theatre.  

 She marches into the soft grass, a ground that holds the curve of the old man’s wellies 

every time he passes over it. It now reshapes around her steps. Scribes them, as if the ground 

can tell a story and keep it. The woman straight-back, clean-faced, greying hair short. A tree 

that does not bend in the wind. 

 Íosac Mulgannon then. She looks coolly to the child. To the old man. You’re not one 

for opening post, I take it. 

 A bat flutters over the roof of the shed. The old man reaches back, feels the child. 

 The woman’s grey eyes trace him. Narrow. I’m from the Department of Children and 

Youth Affairs, Mr. Mulgannon. I’ve sent requests to meet with you personally, but without 

such a pleasure I’ve had to conduct my own research.  

She, too, has paperwork she presses against her chest. 

 The grass between them bends. A slick thin sheer, meandering the ground. O’Grady 

stoops over it. Picks it up. 
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 Slow worm, he says. It curls below his hand, tilting towards him. Tongue flickering like 

an electric current. He holds it higher. Didn’t think you could find them around here. 

 Its mouth silent, bared. It jerks, twists erratically. Half of it drops to the ground and 

slithers away. O’Grady still holds the tail, a brown chord twitching in his fingers. Are you 

taking the child from him? O’Grady asks. 

 I am, the woman says. 

 O’Grady throws the tail in the grass. It writhes, coils violently before them. 

 The woman steps on it with her shoe, and then slides the shoe along the ground. 

Stretching a grey film before her. It was my charge to assess you, Mr. Mulgannon. 

 The old man strikes her on the head.  

She recoils, stumbling backwards. Her body folds and she falls to the grass. The 

documents leaps before her. She puts her hands over her ears, gasping. 

 Child, listen to me now, he says. We are the Mulgannons. We stand on what is ours. 

Let it tear itself from our feet before men take it from us. We do not move. We do not yield. 

O’Grady paces back and forth, his fingers spread over his face, whispering oh, and 

when he changes direction he starts to curse and then stops and says oh, oh. He takes a step 

towards the old man and then throws up his arms and starts pacing again. 

 It’s the milking and the feeding and the fieldwork, the old man knows. The throb of the 

milkers, in the pipes. In the shed. And the milk falling to the tank. The scrape of the fork against 

the bunks and the long draw of water a cow takes in gulps. His feet colliding against the inside 

of his wellies. The wild swing of a calf’s tail when it’s on the teat. And the ache of it all, of all 

of it. It’s the rhythms of these things that fill him, the move of it in his bones, that drown himself 
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inside his skin. He has worn himself into everything here. How is it that he must give up that 

which is his? That which is the all of him. 

Behind them a black shape shifts along the field, its dark relief against the murky 

horizon. Tilting side to side, stalking. It grows to be Young John Allen. His steps artificially 

large in the tall hay, his knees lifted high. The top of his hat gives a broad shape to his head. 

He nears, the rye scraping against his trousers. 

Christ Almighty Íosac, he yells as he comes upon the woman. He bends low and offers 

his hand. 

 She slaps it away. Tries to rock onto her knees. And then stands, red-faced. Brushing 

her cheeks with an open palm. I’m calling the Gardaí.  

 O’Grady hands her his phone. His wrist on his forehead. 

 The eyes of the old man are bright. Pulled by any movement. His chest heaves. The 

child stands behind the old man as the woman shouts into the receiver, saying yes he did that, 

he did. The child looks to the three adults. The bone sliding over his pale skin. His arms and 

legs shrouded in the tattered jeans, stained geansaí. He looks to the old man. Measuring, the 

old man thinks. 

 Young John Allen stands between the old man, the woman. Half-turned. Seems I’m a 

bit late, he says. No one turns to him or appears to be listening. O’Grady paces. The custody 

agent furtively blots at the corners of her eyes. Young John stands with his hands on his hips, 

looking over the sheds, the house. 

 Young John Allen walks to the heifer pens. The heifers dart back at his approach, but 

then take a timid step and stretch forward. He puts a workshoe on the lower rung, drops his 

head. The heifers sniff at his hands and he lets them. They tug on his shirt with bloated eyes. 
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Lick at the skin on his arms with their rough tongues. Finally, he pushes himself off the gate 

and returns to the others.  

I’m here to say my piece, so I’ll say it. Íosac, I think the boy should come live with me 

and Molly. We can do good by him. We can do better for him. Look, he’ll still be on a farm 

and we’ll look after him well. 

 The ground flickers. Slow worms curl over the earth, plaiting the grass. Raising their 

heads. One slithers over the wellie of the child, its smooth skin against the rubber. 

 Jesus, O’Grady says. He kicks one away. Íosac, will you take this envelope and let me 

leave? 

 The old man does not speak. Does not stir. He holds the child in his grasp and the skull 

is more vivid than anything else around them. The sky darkens. The old man and the child’s 

silhouettes fuse into the skull, a beastly body joined to its bone. The ground throbs at their feet. 

The five of them wait in silence as the farm turns to leviathans around them. 

It’s the pulse of the milkers, he once believed, and he believes it still. It gets inside you 

and pushes you and pushes you and carries you. It takes the place of your heart and it hollows 

out your veins and fills you until it is the only thing inside. It’s not the changing of the season 

nor the time passing. It’s the beat of the inflation that you hear even after you leave the shed or 

settle in the kitchen that pulls you out of yourself and away from other people and marks you 

as different. As a farmer and nothing else, and the old man could be nothing else. 

 Two stoats steal past the corner of the heifer shed. They stop at the edge of the grass 

and rise up, narrow faces that scan what lays before them. They jolt. Stare at the child. One 

slinks ahead, belly in the grass. Then the other. They watch the child, poised to lash.  
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 The first Garda car arrives by pulling up to the house. Rocks to a stop. The reflective 

tape on the side jarring against the darkness. The guards remain inside the car, only their vests 

visible behind the windscreen. They don’t get out until the second vehicle pulls behind it. The 

other driver parks outside the gate, closes a door on voices from a radio. They collect together 

first, four of them talking low and looking over to the figures standing between the sheds. 

Finally head that way. Their faces empty shadows beneath their hats.  

 The guard in the lead stops before the old man, grabs both sides of his belt. You’re 

lucky enough we were passing. What’s the story here? 

 Jesus, that’s a pine martin, a guard behind him says. 

 Stoat, says another. Two of them. 

 The custody officer rushes to meet them, stepping reluctantly over the slow worms. She 

points to the old man. He’s gone mad. He stands there and says nothing. And he hit me. 

 See, he’s not a bad man, Young John Allen says. He steps forward and then folds his 

arms, looks down. Says just his age. 

 You’re wanting to press charges? a guard asks the custody officer. What parish is this 

anyway? The four hi-vis jackets floating in the darkness, circling. 

 We need to get the child away from him, she says. For his own good. 

 The old man flinches at the mention of the child. Tilts his head.  

 Have you anything to say yourself? a guard asks him, nearly yelling. The guard wipes 

the spit that flew onto his chin, waits. Looks around. Sure, let’s get this done, he says. He pulls 

out a pair of handcuffs, watching the slow worms push through the grass. 
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 Headlights bend into the start of the lane. Because they move slow it is apparent they 

will turn into the driveway. They grow, draw everyone’s attention. The vehicle hesitates behind 

the Gardaí cars. Then pulls in next to them. The roofer gets out. Stares at them as they stare 

back. 

 A Renault screeches at the mouth of the driveway. Backs. Turns in. Plunkett gets out. 

Then Jennings, Quigley, and Quigley’s daughter. They walk around the car to gather at the 

bonnet. Nod to the roofer. They clear out of the way for the Nissan with the turning signal. 

Rogers is still talking when she opens the door, to Ó Maoildhia, Heffernan, O’Flynn, and 

Miller. A delivery lorry parks at an odd angle with the space left, youth climbing out of the 

back of it. Vehicles pull off the lane and those behind them creeping by and then parking ahead 

of them. The darkness suddenly thick with the clatter of doors shutting. O’Neill, McCarthy. 

The electrician allows his mother to take his elbow. Holloway, O’Sullivan, Cawley. A low 

clamour rises among them. Bradley, Thomspon, Lydon. Eve, Duignan, Murray, MacManus, 

Doolan.  

 Eventually they start to shift, move together. Walk towards the shed. Their shoulders 

brushing against each other. The sound of their shoes in the grass and their excited breaths 

lucid in the darkness, weaves together.  

 They collect around the old man, the child. Their eyes the brightest part of them. 

 Now you bother your arse, the roofer shouts at the Gardaí. Points at them all. 

 Dare you to give me your name, a guard says. 

 The odd shape of grass between the house, the cubicle shed and the heifer pens crowded 

in silence. The roads empty, the hayfields at rest behind them. The features of the people 

disappearing as they stand. No one knows where anyone else stares in the darkness. The Gardaí 

widen their stances and keep their hands near their belts, but pull close to each other. The 
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custody officer stands between two guards. Leans forward as if about to say something, but 

doesn’t. O’Grady, Young John Allen linger in the back. O’Grady’s arms tight across his chest. 

The old man’s hurl is raised and catches a faint luminescence from the dusk-to-dawn light on 

the front of the shed.  

 One guard steps forward. Reaches into the townspeople for the child. The electrician 

steps in his way. 

 The guard half-turns to his colleagues, but they do not stir. Then faces the crowd again. 

 He reaches once more. Rogers and Ó Maoildhia huddle closer to the electrician, block 

him. The old man has one hand on the child’s arm. 

 The guard exhales and it lifts into the night. After a moment he unsnaps a fastener, but 

in the silence that follows doesn’t take anything off his belt. Instead he rocks on his feet. Then 

steps forward and pushes the electrician. 

 The electrician is flung back. He stumbles, tips, his arms flailing and then crashes 

backwards into the child. The child is thrust from the old man’s hand and crumples beneath the 

electrician. 

The crack of bone splits the dark. 

 There is silence among the silhouettes in the grass. They stand between the shed and 

the house, still, nothing but bulges in the night. The electrician lifts himself, gingerly, but it is 

to the old man that they all look. The shape of him, his hurl. Still holding out an empty hand. 

 The guard steps forward, making some of the townspeople flinch, and then turns back 

to his colleagues. They’re mad fucks. One guard puts a hand on his shoulder, but he shrugs it 

off, turns to the people. Ye mad fucks. We’ll be back and it won’t just be the child going away. 

Ye mad fucks. 
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 The other Gardaí step in front of him. Nod towards the cars. 

 The guards walk silently across the farmyard. The slow worms wheezing under their 

boots. One of them holding their hat in their hands. Only when they’re inside their vehicles do 

they begin to speak to one another. The townspeople watch them drive away until they are 

gone. Then turn back to the child. 

The child cries. Huddled on the ground, folded. The shattered skull lies around the 

child’s bare head, the shards bright and sharp in the blackness around them. The child’s own 

face small, pale. 

 They gather around him, unsure. They want to offer a hand. To touch him, lift him up, 

but they don’t. His geansaí is cut, torn. Tears on his cheeks, without light to reflect them as 

they drift. He looks up at them, mouth open, throbbing. He searches them, reaching his thin 

arms out. The old man stands among the people, leaning over the child. It is the first time he 

has seen the child cry. 

 God help us all, O’Grady says.  

 

 

 

 

The stretch of his legs, body, half-lit in the haze of the dusk-to-dawn light. The rest shadowed 

by the dark, wet concrete walls. Wellies slid off his feet. The old man leans back on the 

overturned bucket, his eyes closed. The plate cooler of the bulk tank turns on. Then shuts off. 
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 The old man pulls his legs in and is about to rise but doesn’t and sits straight-backed. 

Teat dip barrels next to him. On them stripped nuts and bolts and washers like an old currency. 

The mart slip of a heifer he didn’t want to sell. The sink drips. The old man rises to take the 

letter and plane ticket tacked behind an old breeding calendar. The moisture around the floor 

drain shimmers. He sits, unfolds the letter on his lap, stained and ink-dulled, presses the ticket 

to his chest. Bends the top of the ticket as if about to crush it but stops before it creases. 

Whitewash chipped off the wall floats towards the drain. The old man says a woman’s name 

in the dark. 

 The words of the letter turn in his head, in his voice and then hers. Telling him it was 

too late Íosac to come over. She had waited and then moved on. The plate cooler kicks in. He 

stands abruptly and scatters the wash water in the channelled wear of the concrete and goes to 

an open farming journal on a teat dip drum. Turns it a few more pages. The dour headlines 

bleeding into the darkness. The old man sits. 

 Leaning back, bent like a fork tine. His breath echoes. The smell of teat dip fills him 

the more he inhales. Tightens his throat. He slides the unused ticket along his stomach, down. 

Pins it to the front of his trousers. Rubs. Wash water ripples below his wellies. The plate cooler 

turns off. He rises and unbuckles and leans over the teat dip barrel. Sets the ticket on top and 

closes his eyes, forehead against the wall. His knuckles rapping against the barrel’s hard plastic. 

The dusk-to-dawn light flickers in the wind, spreading jarring purple light. 

 He stills, exhales loudly. Wipes the wet slick of his hand on the open farming journal. 

Crumples the pages in his fist and sits. The old man leans back. Closes his eyes. Opens his 

fingers and lets the pages fall to the concrete. Wash water climbing their edges. 

 The old man against the cold wall and he is not sure if sleep finds him in dreamless 

hollowness or if it is the quiet night passing. Several times he draws his wellies beneath him 
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and thinks he should go to the house but doesn’t. He listens to the sink drip until he thinks they 

are words and then doesn’t listen. The skin on his cheeks and forehead clammy in the moisture 

of the dairy and he notices again the smell of the teat dip but doesn’t know if it is from his 

clothes or the barrel next to him. He thinks again of going to the house but doesn’t and doesn’t 

know why. 

 Something stirs in the silence. He might have felt it before he heard it. It lifts him off 

the bucket, through the door. 

 The shed lights are bright that he stumbles under, the stiffness and tiredness of his limbs 

causing him to lurch. The noise he is drawn to is jolting. Is the call and rankle of birds. A figure 

lurks in the blackness at the end of the shed. 

 A boy stands framed in the doorway, holding his mineral gaze upon the old man. Thin 

and slight, his skin the colour of grain dust. His eyes the worn metal parts of old machines. He 

reaches towards the old man. 

 Jackdaws crowd behind the boy, shrieking. They feign at him and then hop back, huddle 

into each other. Yellow eyes darting in manic angles. The old man stumbles forward to scatter 

them. They lift up, but collect around the boy again.  

 The old man starts to walk down the alley and then comes back again, wellies scraping 

against the concrete and bunching chaff in front of him. The boy still reaches for him and the 

old man sees the boy has been bitten, the pale flesh of his arm punctured by an animal. There 

is no pain on the boy’s face, and the old man looks into the night and sees nothing. A brown 

rat bursts from the chaff, at the boy, wide-eyed and berserk. The old man steps on it, turns his 

weight into it. The crunch of bone muted inside the fur. It pulses under his wellie. The old man 

lifts off his foot and the rat drags itself, broken. Heaving towards the boy. The old man kicks 

it into the darkness. 
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 A glint turns the old man’s head and he gasps. On the rafters and gates and windowsills 

perch bats that bare their teeth silently, leaning towards the boy. Rippling like a dark fluid, 

bunched and filled with malice. 

 The old man places his hand gingerly on the boy’s shaved scalp. Scans the shadows 

around them. Whose child are you? he says. Steps forward into the boy’s outstretched arms. 

Embraces him and lifts him off the concrete. Whose child are you? 

 

 

 

 

Trousers and undershirts spread across the floor, still half wet with manure stains, blue paper 

towels cast among them where they had fallen out of the back pockets. The sloughed skin of 

milking, of the ghosts in his bedroom. The curtains drawn. The old man tucked in the corner, 

knees to his chest. The child is not there.  

*[Third party copyright material removed] 

The old man suddenly rises and sits on the edge of the bed, bunches the duvet behind 

him. He twists the book’s binding. It does not give, tear. He scrapes at its covers with his 

fingernails. Throws it against the wall. Opens the dresser, pitches the book in, slams it shut. In 

the silence he listens for things stirring outside the window, but there is nothing. He stands in 

the unlit room, a silhouette with his arms across his chest, head down. His clothes spread across 

the floor like his distorted reflection. He reaches for the knob of the dresser.  

 The old man kicks at the trousers, pushes them away from him. Settles in the corner 

again. Opens the book. 
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Malachy freezes, places the glass and the rag on the counter in front of him. He stares at the 

stained cloth bending over the rim, as if connected to the words from the radio. Malachy waves 

his arm, trying to silence the few patrons there, prostrate anyway, as he turns up the volume. 

The deejay’s voice drifts over the empty stools and tables in shadow. The men inside rise to 

their feet, slowly. Stand in front of the window. They stare at the grey, blank horizon to the 

east. Seemingly empty. Seemingly far away. 

 Cars pull off to the shoulder on the road that leads out of town. People stand in front of 

their open doors, looking into the sky, the same voice throbbing from the dashboards. Others 

walk out of their houses but do not notice their neighbours doing the same, because they all 

stare at the same hill line that marks the highest field, and the unknown and coming push that 

exists beyond it. The mechanic sets down his power drill and the butcher lets his apron crumple 

on the floor. The clerks at the SuperValu no longer scan groceries, but sit slumped and dazed 

on their stools. Little by little the town falls silent. Stills.  

 The radio delivers the report without flourish. Describes it as an unstable air mass in 

the Irish Sea, the size of which has not been experienced for two hundred years. Descendent of 

Oíche na Gaoithe Móire. The Night of the Big Wind come again. It could carry destructive 

forces unseen by any generation living. Could culminate into wind shears to destroy everything 

in front of them. It might pass entirely over the island. If it does touch land, there is no way of 

telling where. The announcer tries to keep his report measured, but at the edge of his words is 
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a fear that slips away from him. His voice echoing through the shops, the houses in town. The 

town knows it will not pass over.  

 The next morning people go to work. They pull up the blinds and take their messages. 

Check their stock. But as the day continues many businesses grow quiet and vacant, phones 

ringing unanswered. Most of the shop doors are left open with the lights still on. In case anyone 

still has need for something inside. If something is taken from the shelf usually a bill is pinned 

under a stapler or paperweight on the counter, but never collected. The cafe and pubs where 

people run into each other have only empty chairs tucked against tables, the tables pushed 

against walls. The people in the streets scattered, their pockets bulging with batteries and 

matches. Their heads tilted towards the east where the storm is said to come, to the sky that 

hangs above them, thinking that they can already feel the wind turning somewhere faraway. In 

the same way all the outdoor seating of the restaurant only faces one direction, sometimes a 

string of people sitting on the same sides of the tables. House painters in hi-vis jackets lean on 

ladders and look upwards, open buckets of paint drying at their feet. The playground at the 

school, usually full of the clatter of flailing children, falls quiet. Only two or three pupils sit 

cross-legged, gazing into the distance. A rubber ball strayed into the hedge. 

 The boiler attendant puts a garden chair under the bridge and sits in it. He tells people 

he doesn’t know if it’s brilliant or daft, but when the world comes crashing down this is where 

it will find him. Some climb onto their roofs to check for loose tiles, shaking each slate brick 

in turn, as if their hands were a mock storm. Their spouse and children loiter below them, arms 

over their chests. Some families collect their grandparents, if they’re living alone. Others try to 

find a relative or friend without trees next to their house, if they can, bundling their duvets into 

the backseats of their cars. Some stop at the church to light a candle. A few slip it into their 

pocket instead, in case they’ll need it later. The choir sings hymns in front of the doors all day, 

members rotating in and out to take refreshment in the hall. How Great Thou Art. Nearer My 



                                                                                                                                                        Novel 

258 
 

God to Thee. They sing their favourite ones first and then work through the hymnal. Their 

voices drift eerily through the muted and empty town, falling into the background of people’s 

thoughts, going unnoticed.  

 Malachy nods to the old man and the child, rises off the stool to pull him a pint. Gill, 

Farrar and Lonegan sit out of reach of the grey daylight. Empty stools around tables, some 

turned upside down. Most of the glasses packed in crates, against the wall. Some planks nailed 

in front of the windows. Other boards lean next to them. 

 Kiera Malone, Gill says. Sits back, arms folded. She was the best ride I’ve ever had. 

 Lonegan pulls the child onto his lap, bounces him on his knee. The child’s limbs thin, 

loosely colliding against his sides. The child looks to the old man as he is jostled. 

 It was one of the summers I worked in the butcher’s, Gill says. The counter was sort of 

rough cut lumber. It left dimples in her arse cheeks. 

 I could take the child and go somewhere else, but you know I won’t, the old man says. 

 Farrar waves off the idea. Leans half-turned from them, scowling. Tucks his hand back 

in his collar. 

 The men sit quietly, bent over their glasses. The pints warming before them. Not unlike 

the silence passed among them through the years in the same corner, same shadows of the pub. 

Stains on the table where it has weathered beneath their hands. 

 Something tidy about being taken in one go, Lonegan says. 

 Farrar sharply turns to him, his arms in the air. You don’t know that we’re so fucked! 

 Sure, look it, says Gill. We’re old bastards, either way. Might as well shake hands while 

we’re able for it. 
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 Lonegan runs his palm through the child’s hair, letting it slip through his fingers. The 

child’s head looks small, naked. His skin paler in the shuttered light. As if a thin shelter for the 

things inside him. 

 Ye can go, the old man says. Cut out of town and take your chances. 

 Gill turns to the old man. Do you drink coffee because she did? 

 She had been to London. 

 And you wouldn’t follow her back. 

 The old man grabs the wellie of the child. Wrinkled fingers across the rubber. Holds it.  

 The worse shag I ever had came from this fat bird with a cold, Gill says. It was like she 

was snarling while I was putting it into her. It was Farrar’s sister. 

 Farrar turns to him. You did not. 

 I did. 

 She was wide alright, Farrar says. Shakes his head. God alive.  

 Gill takes a long pull from his glass and then tips it towards the old man. We’re here. 

We made a choice. That makes us better than most. 

 Then Gill stands up. Grabs the top of his chair and flings it against the wall. It rattles 

across the floor and skids to a stop, a leg rolling, twisting, until it disappears under a stool. He 

tries to lift his foot high enough to get on top of the table. The other men rise, grab his elbow, 

shirt. Help him up.  

 Now, he says, turning about him, his shoes knocking over the stout. Glasses breaking 

beneath him. It was one hell of a pleasure, ye sons of bitches. He reaches down and takes the 
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old man’s hand and shakes it. The table wobbling beneath him. Gill’s smile settling, fading as 

he turns over his shoulder to the window. 

 Not a single leaf bent by a breeze in the days before it comes. The hedgerows do not 

stir, nor does the hay in the fields shift. The small stands of alders parcelled along the valley 

are rigid and stoic, the whole landscape fossilized in place. The ground, usually bothered by 

the Atlantic mist, stiffens beneath the grass. It is thought that a little wind or a small cloud burst 

would be the storm tipping its hand, or its strength leaking out before it. The stillness unsettles 

everyone. Many houses burn turf during the waking hours of the day, for the comfort of an old 

smell. However, they do not stay in their hazy sitting rooms, but stand in their back gardens, 

watching the fumes curl into the sky. To see if they can, perhaps, tell how high the empty 

firmament runs above them, or maybe make an offering to it. Smoke rises from the chimneys 

in the town like twisting ladders, those watching it half expecting it to become part of the 

swelling thing that will crash down upon them. 

 They gather at the GAA pitch, the people there needing to be around someone else. 

There, on the grass, they talk about times when they might have played, or tell old stories of 

the town’s team. They kick at the holes left by the goal posts and try to fill them with their feet. 

Some pass out sandwiches wrapped in foil. If someone laughs, even for the sake of laughing, 

the group grows larger around him. It is not clear when they are planning on going home or 

taking shelter before it hits, and no one mentions it. 

 The old man moves the calves from the hutches into the alleyway of the cubicle shed. 

He carries them in his arms while he can. They blatt and squirm against his chest, shit on his 

trousers. When he tires he sets them down and leans against their weight as they lean against 

him. He pulls them ahead in bunches. Later, he walks the windows of the shed with boards 

over his shoulder and a mouthful of screws, the metallic taste moving down the back of his 
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throat. Scans the weeds along the shed, the bunks, for old parts or tools that might still have a 

use, but leaves most things as they lay. He stacks round bales outside the rear door and then 

nails it shut. Thinks about doing the same to the front, but then figures someone will have to 

get to the cattle eventually. 

 The old man is washing the bulk tank when Young John Allen calls into him. Young 

John pulls his tractor behind the shed, a shining titan among the scattered ruins of old tyres, 

teat dip barrels, a rusting hay rake. His eyes red and tired as he slouches across the lawn, wellies 

scuffing. 

 I suppose it’s still hay-drying weather, he says. Gives a nervous laugh. 

 The old man stands in the doorway of the dairy. Finally steps aside and holds the door.  

If one thing doesn’t get you, the other will, Young John says, ducking beneath the old 

man’s arm. That’s farming. 

 That’s farming, the old man says. 

 The child sits on the overturned bucket in the corner, watching a piece of chaff float 

towards the drain and fall over the edge. Young John conscious not to look at him. 

 I actually consulted with my engineer, he says. The fellow that helped me design the 

place. You know what he said, about the wind and such? Go into the silage pit. 

 The old man rinses out two cups laying in the sink basin and rubs out the stains with 

his fingers. Water splashes on his shirt. He grabs a jar of instant coffee off the control box, taps 

some granules into the cups.  

 Is that not a daft sounding thing? Young John Allen says. The pit is big enough and the 

silage around it will hold the walls in place. We’re parking all our machinery in the opening to 
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keep the debris out. Engineer said they’re big enough that next to each other they won’t tip 

over. 

 The old man holds each mug under a stream of hot water from the tap and hands one to 

Young John. The dark liquid foams, crackles. He lifts up a half-filled cup of milk replacer. 

Young John waves it off. The old man shakes some into his mug and then places it next to the 

instant coffee. 

 Come join us, Íosac. Both of you. 

 Thanks a million. 

 Young John Allen stamps his foot, scatters water across the lower parts of the wall. 

Grabs his hat rim with both hands and bends it. Why won’t you mind yourself? 

 Going to stand by what’s mine. 

 That doesn’t make sense. 

 Doesn’t have to. 

 Young John Allen takes a sip, turns towards the door. Places the cup on top of the teat 

dip barrel. I don’t think I’m a bad man for doing what has to be done. 

 The old man puts his hand on his shoulder, shuts the door behind him. 

 The day before it comes a hush falls over the valley. It is a deeper quiet, one that 

magnifies the silence that has already descended on the town. It is only in the late morning that 

the first person realizes there aren’t any birds. The air absent of the call of crows and no rooks 

crossing the horizon to the tops of other trees or to pick at the plastic on the silage bales. Those 

that have known the wagtails cutting above their heads and scurrying into the brush when they 
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walked the lanes have them no longer, and without them they are left with a shared loneliness. 

With the birds gone, they are alone. 

 On the eve of the storm there is nothing left for the old man to do but milk and feed, 

and to take the day as he has taken all the others. When he moves among the cattle he does not 

linger to rub their ears or caress their necks. They have no use for pity in the same way that 

they cannot give it to him. He removes the top layer of silage bales to open the ones on the 

bottom, the best second cutting he has left. The cattle turn their jaws heavily, sometimes fling 

the balage in front of them with a jerk of their heads. In the afternoon the old man fills a five 

gallon bucket with water and alley lime. It has been years since he has whitewashed the walls. 

They have darkened and stained in the dim shed light. Because he does not have a paint brush 

he wraps his geansaí around the tines of the pitchfork and dips it into the bucket, pushing the 

liquid over the concrete. The sleeves knot around the shaft as if arms clinging to it. His hands 

move up and down the walls, back and forth, pulling away the wear. The shed with a deep 

stone smell. 

 With one of the walls nearly covered the shopkeeper walks in. He looks around him, 

dazed, and even when he spots the old man he seems to stare through him. You didn’t pick up 

your bacon, bread and McVities, he says. He thrusts a small bundle at the old man, as if 

desperate to get rid of it. Today I thought, ah Jays, he didn’t pick up his bacon, bread and 

McVities. So I thought I’d better call over and give you your bacon, bread and McVities. His 

face flushed white and his mouth doesn’t quite close when it comes to rest. He turns around 

and walks out of the shed. 

 The old man carries the bucket to the other side of the building and runs the forkhead 

along the end of that wall. The top of his wellies turn pale from the dripping cloth. His jeans 

become stiffer with the lime drying in the fabric and it feels good to keep the same motions 
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against its resistance. Cats race up and down the aisle, their tails in the air. The air grows 

brighter as the inside of the shed lightens and is lifted from the shadows. When he is done he 

dumps the leftover whitewash through the manure grates and passes through its blinding 

whiteness, out the door. 

 The old man is milking when the priest enters the shed. Night has fallen, and the cows 

already milked lay in their stalls. The priest’s soutane flows about him, buoyant on his 

presence. He walks swiftly. Large eyes settled inside his head, fixed on the farmer. Smiling. 

When he comes to rest before the old man he lifts his palms up with a shrug. Says, every priest’s 

dream, the day of reckoning. 

 You must be a very busy man these days, the old man says. 

 At first. But eventually everyone finds they would rather be with family. 

 The child crosses into the shed by the side door. Walks along the feed bunks, among 

the heads of cows. They strain towards him with their mouths gaping, hot breath rolling out. 

Their tongues lapping at him. He places his small fingers on the hard bone of their foreheads, 

which makes them only more frenzied to take a piece of his clothing in their mouths. 

 When the child enters the parlour the priest kneels down in front of him so that they are 

face to face and takes the child’s arms in his hands. The priest grips the child, stares into his 

grey-vapour eyes. He says let the last thing they say about me be that I knew what it was worth. 

 The milkers’ pulsation beats around them. Corroding dividers stretch on both sides of 

the pit, bent and dislodged from their braces. The old man has made his stand between these 

two rows of cows and as far as he understands life there is this shed and then the world outside 

it, which he knows less. Having another man there, under the dusty plank rafters. He wonders 

if that is something like a friend. 
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 Are you ready? the old man asks. 

 When it comes I’ll realize that I’ve felt it coming from the beginning. 

 The old man lifts a bottle of Powers off the milk pipe. Almost empty. Hands it to the 

priest.  

 The priest takes the last swallow. Says, if we were taken into the sky that may mean 

that they will never forget us. But they’ll forget there was a time when there were people like 

us.  

 The old man turns to a cow, dips its teats in iodine. He leans his forehead on the back 

pan, and then eventually pulls a paper towel out of his rear pocket and wipes them off. Men 

like us, the old man says. 

 The priest strokes the thigh of a cow, smoothing its fur. You’ll see if that watering tub 

was any good. Then, as an afterthought, the priest dips two fingers in the iodine and makes a 

cross on the old man’s forehead.  

There, he says. Now you know you’re fucked. 

 When the last cow has been milked the old man hangs the claws in the dairy and sets 

the system to wash. Chlorinated water floods through the inflations and crashes against the 

inside of the plastic windows. He pushes the balage back in front of the cows that have nudged 

it out of reach, collapsing the halos of forage in front of their muzzles. Gives each one their 

normal scoop of meal, the grain clattering heavily against the tiles. He is about to close the top 

to the bin when he decides to fill the cart again and gives each of them another scoop. They lift 

their heads as they shatter the pellets in the back of their teeth. When he finishes he turns off 

the lights of the shed without stopping to turn around and look. In the dairy he shuts off the 
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wash cycle and a deep exhaling sound fills the room as the vacuum pressure escapes into the 

night. Ending the pulsation that rang into the valley. 

 When it comes the people of the town can hear it long before it can be seen. It starts as 

a feeling. As the unease among the people in a room or the nagging thought that cannot be 

swallowed away. It is a whisper everyone thinks they heard but cannot be sure of. Each person 

looks to someone else expectedly, but does not receive a response. It draws into a light droning, 

so thin and indistinct at first that it is difficult to place and seems to be growing from within 

the people themselves. Then the noise billows and rises, raising in pitch as if it is climbing the 

horizon, just out of view. Some people can’t help but to look out their windows before family 

members pull them towards safer places. The force of it expands and swells. Embodied in a 

darkness reaching from the east like a stain broadening over the sky. The rush of wind and rain 

tears at the things at the furthest edge of their sight and as it comes towards them the sounds it 

brings grow more menacing and industrious as it means to tumble over them. 

 It sweeps over the plain and the grass is pulled tight and turns pale, so both the sky and 

the ground hold a spreading border of the nearing storm, the storm pressed between them. Sleet 

and then hail shatters off the stone fences and collides into itself, building up in the crevices 

and brush around it. Hedges are stripped and raked, half-torn and mangled, scattered about the 

headlands. Boreens and lanes and jennet pastures are assaulted under driving rain and ice that 

knifes the ground. The loosest stones of old sheds and cottages topple off and pile at the base. 

Sometimes dragged away in the wind. 

 Branches crash against the post office, the building on the farthest edge of the town. Its 

sign pulled upside down on its chains and then flung upwards into the sky. Whirls end over 

end as it climbs out of sight. The gutters are pulled off the side of the bank. The frame shifts, 

strains. A crack snakes through the masonry. A window breaks and documents fly out. 
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 The slate sky, empty for so long, now turns heavy with the swirling debris pulled from 

the town. Tiles and rubbish bins, traffic signs, lawn clutter thrash into each other above the 

streets. The wind mauls houses where they have stood for decades, the roofs sometimes 

buckling and caving in, collapsing into sitting rooms. It does not strike with pattern, but crashes 

onto houses on the same road indiscriminately instead of wiping out whole swaths. The more 

the storm rages the darker the air grows with the shards of the town, intent to extinguish the 

daylight. The gates of the mart are torn from their posts and the front of the SuperValu 

collapses. The doors of the church rattle and then swing open. The stained glass shatters onto 

the pews, the priest sitting behind the pulpit. 

 The old man stands in the shed, faces the child. He lifts his scarred hand and touches 

the child’s cheek. The child’s skin is smooth and pristine, and the old man believes that he has 

never himself been so untarnished. He realizes that even though he is old and bruised and 

marked it does not matter because the child is beautiful. He thinks that he has not kept the child, 

but that the child and he have kept each other. Then the old man laughs. He laughs loud and 

although the growing wind pulls at his voice it still echoes through the rafters. He laughs 

because he decides that what is about to fall upon him is redemption, because it is in his power 

to decide what redemption is. The child stares into the old man’s eyes and the old man believes 

that the child has found him worthy. 

 The old man had taken a suit from the tailor’s shop when it had been abandoned and 

put a new cigar and lighter in the front pocket. But the suit remains folded on his bed, and 

instead he pulls the cigar out of the back of the jeans he milked in and sticks it in his mouth, 

chewing the ends to grit. He had kept the cows in the cubicle shed and they bawl at the gate 

and push against it. He leads the child into the dairy and lifts him up the steps of the bulk tank. 

The steel walls still wet and a dampness swells through the opening as the old man lowers the 

child inside. His small feet make a hollow echo when he lands. The old man places a ladder in 
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there. The child seems to understand that the old man is not getting in there too because he 

does not reach for him or beckon him inside. The old man tussles the hair on the top of the 

child’s head and walks away. 

 The old man enters the cubicle shed. He taps his hurl against the stalls as he passes, rust 

flaking below them. The sound reflecting off the walls. He spits the cigar grizzle onto the 

concrete floor. Walks out the end of the shed. 

 The hailstones sting his face, ricochet off his smile. They stick in the folds of his clothes 

and matt the hair stretched over his head. He steps forward, the end of his shirt rippling wildly 

behind him. The front of his wellies pushing into the wind as the wind itself tries to resist him. 

Thrust him back. A teat dip barrel spins as it skids across the ground. He stands before his open 

fields, the grass bent flat and slick at his feet. Clutches the hurl with two hands. Confronts the 

sky. 

 Bale plastic, calf buckets, spare milker parts hurtle around him. The door of the 

machinery shed is gone and the plough in the front shakes violently, the shares rattling against 

the cement. Hydraulic lines and tyres flung across the driveway, blur into the wind. Pitched 

rubble collides against the old man’s body but he does not move. Feels the pull on him grow 

and so bends his knees, lowers himself. Grips the hurl tighter. 

 The roof of the cubicle shed clatters, bangs against itself but he does not look behind 

him. He’s pushed back a few steps, catches himself. Plants his feet and lowers his shoulders 

further into the wind. Stands. Every bit of strength in him put to meeting the storm. The ice, 

the debris pelt his face and distort his vision until he cannot see in front of him, but he doesn’t 

look away. He stands, braces.  

 Until there is nothing left of him to stand. 



                                                                                                                                                        Novel 

269 
 

 As the wind settles the insulation of houses falls quietly over the valley. It lands 

soundlessly in the wet grass and catches in the scoured branches of the hedges that still remain. 

The drift filters out the light of a dull sun that hangs above the town. The glass of the traffic 

lights is cracked and casts its thin colours over the blanketed litter. Flower stems lay flat over 

the lip of the footpath, their blossoms pulled away and their leaves tattered. Some buildings 

stretch half-spilled into the streets, their roofs mangled and gaping. The stop sign carries 

scratches from the debris pulled across it. The lamp posts stand as stripped pillars, one of them 

bent from a falling tree. The river that weaves around the town is the only motion on the 

landscape, and its push against the rocks the only sound heard. 

Fitzpatrick rushes out of his home and leaves the door open. Instead of examining the 

battered houses or damaged shops he keeps running. He stops at a car without windows and 

looks into it just to be sure. His steps resound loudly as the debris crunches under his shoes, 

tilting him to and fro. He calls out for anyone that might need his help, stops to listen for a 

response, and then runs again. He climbs a pile of shattered concrete and stumbles. He picks 

himself up and keeps going. 

 Maden and Carey stand at the end of the street, picking through the wreckage. When 

Fitzpatrick rushes past them they follow him out of town too. They cross the bridge, looking 

wildly around them. The nearest fields are the most heavy with the town’s flotsam. The stone 

walls bear large gaps in them and lay heaped in some places. The hay is pressed flat to the 

ground, showing the contours of the rocks beneath it. They run until they cross into the last of 

the wind brushing against the damp stones. It pushes into the men, pasting their shirts against 

their chests, lifting their hair until it finally dissolves into silence. 

 The body of the old man lays next to a hedgerow. Bent and folded, his face against the 

field. The joints and shafts of machinery, equipment, half-buried in the grass around him. His 
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geansaí torn and gaping over his back. The skin that shows is pale, bleached. His ear bleeds 

into the ground.  

 The three men watch him and he does not move. No one speaks, and it is plain there is 

no life left in him.  

 The child approaches the still figure. They do not know where the child appeared from 

because they all faced the hedge. The child does not run nor hurry, and from that distance his 

expression cannot be seen. When he comes upon the old man Carey gasps from what the child 

must be feeling. Madden sees this, looks to Carey and Fitzpatrick for cues, starts to go to the 

child but stops. Puts his hands on his hips and falls back in with the others, who can only watch. 

Bite at their lips, lower their eyes. The child does not bend down closer or reach to touch the 

old man again. Only stands by the farmer, leaning over him like a shelter that is too narrow.  

 And then the child walks away. 

 The child crosses the open field, his wellies pushing through the grit of broken stone 

that lays over the grass. He steps over shattered boards, splintered trees. Around a tangle of 

fencing wire. He does not examine the broken plastic and shed tools and wet laundry he walks 

through. His footprints faint behind him, fading. It is not apparent where he is going, because 

nothing lies before him but the empty horizon from where the storm has just come.  

He trudges through the cluttered ground, his back to the men, the distance between them 

becoming greater.  
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The old man, the child, sit in the rafters atop the shed. The whitewashed walls, the cluttered 

alley stretch on. The cows crowd against each other below them, throwing their heads into the 

hay. The old man straddle-legged, head bent down. The old man had unwrapped all the bales, 

shoved them to the cows. To have them fed when it comes upon them. The tops of their backs 

like a heaved landscape shifting beneath the ceiling. 

 I used to climb up here and jump into the balage when I was little, the old man says, 

speaking to his wellies. I’m surprised I remembered that. 

 The child stares ahead. Rigid-backed, balanced. As if built into the shed itself. 

 The old man straightens. Puts a hand on the top beam for support. When it is done do 

as you must. I know that you will. 

 The plate cooler in the bulk tank kicks on. Makes a muffled drone behind the alley 

walls. A feral cat trots the length of the building, weaving in and out of the empty cubicles.  

 The old man looks up from the cows. I have stood against it all and to the end, haven’t 

I?  

 The old man takes a package of McVities out of his back pocket. Bites a biscuit in half, 

tosses the rest of it to the grates below. It falls into the wet manure. 

 The old man grabs the front of the child’s shirt in his fist. Don’t forget that you were a 

Mulgannon.  

 The child stares ahead. Leans only as far as the old man has pulled him towards himself. 

 The old man lets go. It doesn’t mean much to those out there, he says. The child’s shirt 

remains bunched, crinkled over his small chest. Collar drawn down. 

 It meant to me. 
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 Below the sound of hay sliding against itself as the cattle pull it from the bales. Dust 

rising above them like a veil in the dim shed light. They lift their heads and toss the forage over 

their backs, onto the floor behind them. 

 The old man stares at the child a long time. One cow bawls and then another raises its 

head and calls out too, their chests heaving and briskets swinging in front of them. They bury 

their muzzles into the balage again.  

 The old man lets go of the higher beam. Leans back, slowly. He feels the momentum 

take over and unhinge him from the rafter and the exact moment that his body cannot push 

back, to the point that he has nothing left to do but give in to it.  

Does not put his arms up in grand gesture, or cover his head. Does not tuck them to his 

chest.  

Just exhales, and falls to the hay. 
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Appendix: Icelandic Farm Novels 1995-2018 

 

 

In order to compile an inventory of recent Icelandic farm novels, I consulted Valgerður 

Benediktsdóttir from Forlagið, Iceland’s largest publisher, and Úlfhildur Dagsdóttir from 

Borgarbókasafn Reykjavíkur, the Reykjavik Public Library. They were asked for examples of 

“Icelandic novels written after 1995 that significantly include a farm”. Between them, the 

following list was produced, with the assurance that many more such novels have been 

published that they couldn’t immediately recall. The following catalogue is not meant to be 

comprehensive, but instead example the extent to which farming appears in modern Icelandic 

literature. 

 

Note: I added publication dates if they were missing. Entries are listen in order of author’s 

surname and then date published.  

 

 

Baldursdóttir, Kristín Marja. Karitas án titils. 2004. 

Bergsson, Guðbergur. Þrír sneru aftur. 2014. 

Birgisson, Bergsveinn. Landslag er aldrei asnalegt. 2003. 

Birgisson, Bergsveinn. Svar við bréfi Helgu. 2012. 

Björnsdóttir, Sigríður Hagalín. Eyland. 2016. 

Björnsson, Björn Th. Hraunfólkið. 1997. 

Björnsson, Björn Th. Solka. 1997. 

Björnsson, Björn Th. Hlaðhamrar. 1999. 

Bragi, Steinar. Hálendið. 2011.  

Daviðsdottir, Vilborg. Galdur. 2000. 

Davíðsdóttir, Vilborg. Auður. 2009.  

Davíðsdóttir, Vilborg. Vígroði. 2012. 

Eldjárn, Þórarinn. Brotahöfuð. 1996. 

Eldjárn, Þórarinn. Baróninn. 2006. 

Eldjárn, Þórarinn. Hér liggur skáld. 2012.   

Erlu-Valdimarsdóttir, Þórunn. Stúlka með fingur. 2000. 

Erlu-Valdimarsdóttir, Þórunn. Stúlka með maga. 2016.   

Gunnarsson, Ólafur. Öxin og jörðin. 2003.  

Gunnlaugsdóttir, Álfrún. Hringsól. 1991. 

Halldórsdóttir, Birgitta. Dætur regnbogans. 1992.  

Halldórsdóttir, Birgitta. Ofsótt. 1996.  

Hjartardóttir, Ingibjörg. Hlustarinn. 2010. 

Indriðason, Arnaldur. Furðustrandir. 2018. 

Ingólfsson, Viktor Arnar. Sólstjakar. 2009.   

Johannesdottir, Steinunn. Heimanfylgja. 2010.  

Jakobsson, Armann. Glaesir. 2011. 

Jónasson, Jon Atli. Bornin i Dimmuvik. 2013. 

Jónasson, Ragnar. Rof. 2012.  

Jónasson, Ragnar. Andköf. 2013. 

Kárason, Einar. Norðurljós. 1998.   

Kárason, Einar. Ovinafagnadur. 2001. 

Kárason, Einar. Ofsi. 2008. 

Kárason, Einar. Skald. 2012. 

Kárason, Einar. Skalmold. 2014. 
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Kristný, Gerður. Hestvík. 2017. 

Magnusson, Oskar. Latid siga, piltar. 2013. 

Máni, Stefán. Nautið. 2015.   

Mínervudóttir, Guðrún Eva. Sagan af sjóreknu píanóunum. 2002. 

Ómarsdóttir, Kristín. Hér. 2004. 

Palsson, Sigurdur. Bernskubok. 2011. 

Palsson, Sigurdur. Taningabok. 2014. 

Sigurðardóttir, Yrsa. Sér grefur gröf. 2006.  

Sigurðsson, Birgir. Ljósið í vatninu. 2000. 

Sigurðsson, Ofeigur. Skaldsaga um Jon. 2010. 

Sigurðsson, Ofeigur. Oraefi. 2014. 

Sigurðsson, Sölvi Björn. Dálítill leiðarvísir um heldri manna eldunaraðferð og gestakomur í  

Sauðlauksdal: eður hvernig skal sína þjóð upp reisa úr öskustó, Morgunþula í 

stráum. 2011.  

Sjon, SkuggaBaldur. 2003. 

Sjon, Rokkurbysnir. 2008. 

Stefánsson, Hermann. Bjargræði. 2016. 

Steinsdóttir, Kristín. Sólin sest að morgni. 2004. 

Steinsdóttir, Kristin. Ljosa. 2010. 

Steinsdóttir, Kristin. Bjarna-Disa. 2012. 

Steinsdóttir, Kristín.Vonarlandið. 2014. 

Þorláksson, Björn. Villibörn. 2007.  

Þormóðsson, Úlfar. Farandskuggar. 2011. 

Þormóðsson, Úlfar. Hallgrímur: Skáldsaga um ævi Hallgríms Péturssonar. 2011. 

Þormóðsson, Úlfar. Boxarinn. 2012.   

Thorsson, Guðmundur Andri. Íslandsförin. 1996. 

Vilhjalmsson, Thor. Morgunthula i straum. 1998. 

Vilhjálmsson, Thor. Sveigur. 2002.   
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