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The Great Bog
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Autumn lay on the great bog in silvers and tans, late purples and duns.


The sun rose above the tall ash saplings and feral sycamore. It called the birds into full voice. Stabbing shrills, tumbles of notes, the flutes of dove-call, frantic ticking hisses, song upon song. In hedgerows and copses, among the pale foliage of the birches, in the weave of deep willow and the bramble fastnesses, each bird called and was heard. In this season the peatland held the day’s warmth through the night and on the bright, clear mornings rivers of mist formed, filling the subtle hollow places in the exposed cuttings, the bogs and fields. High sun would dispel it but at this hour half of Lough Carrow lay mist-bound. Each blade of grass hung heavy with dew, the clumps of sedges were already browning, the bracken curling and crisping.


The layers of warm and cold air worked tricks with sound: muting the near, amplifying the far, compressing and stretching time and distance. The sound of a tractor engine was clear and muscular across the great bog: the bull-roar of the John Deere 7R310’s three hundred and forty horses. With it, the steady bass bump of double Kappa subwoofers.


A pair of horns lifted above the willow scrub and out-grown ash hedges of the Wilding. Polished tips caught the low sun and kindled as bright and keen as spears.





Day One
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The low battery alert beeped. Lisa Donnan jumped from perfect sleep to awake but not aware in an instant. She reached for the phone. It was not in its familiar place. She groped around, struck it a glancing blow. It fell with a thud to the floor. Wood, not carpet.


Lisa Donnan came to sniper-alertness.


She was in her work clothes, in the glamping pod. The multi­tool in her left pocket had dug a line of agony into her hip. Its bottle-opener had done serious work last night. She had left a drool-stain on the pillow of the double-bed. She could smell her face; she could smell the fresh wood of the pod but most of all she could smell last night’s 420. Glasses on the floor. No hidden bottles, no breakages. No alien bodies.


She spun out of bed and found her phone down the back of the bedside cabinet. 08:27.


‘Shit.’


Team meeting at nine. And the place looked like the aftermath of a drive-by shooting. She hauled a bin bag from under the sink and filled it with bottles, food cartons, smoking paraphernalia. A new glamping pod, out of sight, with an en suite. It seemed so perfect last night. The pod was Baltic. Only Dubs would pay for designer cold.


‘You are a Dub,’ she said to her reflection in the toilet mirror. There was no time for more than a few dabs with a dampened towel. ‘And I am coming back, Anna Livia Pluribelle.’


If she’d stained the pillow, used a towel, nicked a bin bag, she might as well be the complete criminal. Lisa opened the breakfast hamper and hunted for easy eats. Oaty breakfast bars, fruit-in-the-corner yoghurt and a bottle of juice which went part way to rehydrating her sandpaper tongue. She necked the half-pint of semi-skimmed and felt joints release, muscles relax, brain cells spark to life.


Lisa hauled the bin bag out on to the veranda and reset the door code. She flinched at the sharpness of the air. It was even colder than the pod. Overnight, autumn had made a stealth advance. She had learnt the smell-landscapes of Lough Carrow and its weather: leaf mould and an ozonic tang, old water and stagnation; the sky was clear and bright now but a front was coming.


Lisa dumped the bag in the general trash at the wicker-screened recycling hub. A flight of oystercatchers wheeled over her in tight formation, solid black and white birds piping call and response to each other. When she came to Lough Carrow she had refused to believe in such creatures as oystercatchers, then refused to believe that they could exist this far from the sea.


‘They can range up to seventy kilometres from the coast,’ Niamh the bird specialist had told her. ‘Which is most of Ireland. And they don’t eat oysters.’


She watched the birds settle as one on the new wild-flower meadow and stalk and stab for insects.
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Black Field was the poorest of John O’Dowd’s scattered fields but it was his. His land. While Lough Carrow was still a working bog there had been access roads, railway lines, old cuttings to shorten the way across the peatland. Since the Wilding Zone went up and the former diggings were re-wetted, the drive now took twenty minutes along double-rut lanes, over soft bog tracks and, at the end, down the overgrown boreen, branches lashing and snapping at the tractor’s yellow warning beacon.


His land. His cattle.


John O’Dowd swung the big John Deere into the field entrance. The only way to manage the turn now without becoming hopelessly entangled in the wild growth was with the fork-lift raised. The big black plastic cylinder rested secure against the backstop plate.


He should give up the outfield. It was never good grazing. He had to haul in haylage every day to keep the cows from starvation. Their beef cost him more than it made him. Waterlogged more years than not, filling with sedge and yellow iris. Going back to the bog. But he would not concede to the Wilding, though no one cared about his principles or his stubbornness, or him.


He jumped down from the cab. Morning Mix: Country Swing boomed from the open door. A dog slipped on to his warm seat, black-and-white, prick-eared and oblivious to ‘He Drinks Tequila’. John O’Dowd opened the gate, chased the dog from his seat, drove into Black Field, got down to close the gate. The cattle clung to the further hedge line, already touched by the sun, shin-deep in mist, sweet breath steaming. They backed away from him, heads lowered, eyes wide. Dexters were a carnaptious breed, wily and fearless. These were afraid.


‘Hi lost,’ he ordered the dog, which had climbed back on to his seat again. He switched on the spotlights and they picked out a black shape rising out of the morning mist.


Cow down.


‘Fuck,’ he muttered. He turned off the engine and, as an afterthought, killed the music. It seemed disrespectful. He jumped down to investigate.


‘Come on there,’ he called to the dog but it pressed back as far as the cab allowed, ears down, tail tucked tight.


There had been no rain for an unheard-of forty days but water still squeezed from under his boots. Hopping magpies rose reluctantly from around the carcase.


This was more than a dead cow. This was a cow ravaged, torn apart.


‘Jesus God,’ John O’Dowd whispered.


The animal lay on its side. Its belly was torn open, its soft, mauve, swollen stomachs and guts spilled freely on to the blood-drenched grass. The flesh of the body had been stripped from the smashed ribs. The exposed spine gleamed white, grey, wet yellow. The cow – three hundred and fifty kilogrammes of muscle and obstinacy – had been ripped almost in two. The rear right leg was sheared away and remained attached to the body only by a rag of skin and sinew.


John O’Dowd took out his phone and walked around the cow, photographing it from every angle. He gagged on the stench of blood and shit and raw meat. Every part of the carcase was gashed deep with long, slashing strikes, as if a storm of knives had swept over it. John O’Dowd pulled the neck of his hoodie up over his mouth and nose and stepped in for a closer look.


‘Jesus fucking God.’


The magpies had taken the eyes. He bent to scan the ear tag. The insurance would need it, though he could not explain to them what had happened here.


All at once, the birds rose from their roosts and hedgerows in a torrent of wings.
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‘Mornin’!’ Lisa Donnan said brightly to a group of glampers sat wadded in quilted jackets on the porch of their deluxe cabin, grimly cooking the contents of their breakfast hamper on the barbecue.


They all wore sports shades. Audi SUVs, Kildare plates. At the same time that she learnt about the unreasonable presence of oystercatchers, she came to live with the incongruity of carbon-crusher SUVs at Ireland’s biggest rewilding and carbon capture project.


Nature Boy saluted the sun by the Ghraonlainn pillar, as he did every dawn.


‘Mornin’!’ Lisa called.


He never acknowledged anyone but Pádraig maintained that he was affronted if he wasn’t saluted. He wore bike shorts and a vest top in all Lough Carrow’s weathers. Lisa admired that. The Ghraonlainn pillar was a recent immigrant, the last marker of the Géanna Eitilte ó Thuaidh alignment set up by some Galway landscape artist.


A recent immigrant like her, she supposed. You need four grandparents in Gortnamona graveyard before you belong here, they told her when she arrived with the Community Reparations team. All her grandparents living or dead were back in Ballymun.


‘Fuck!’


At her shout, Nature Boy wobbled in his sun salutation.


‘Fuck! Yeats!’


He frowned. She had pierced Nature Boy’s morning zen. Lisa dashed by the Kildare breakfasters, sent the oyster-catchers wheeling up from the wildflower meadow, clattered up the steps to the glamping pod and keyed in the code.


‘Where are you where are you where are you?’


She stood in the middle of the living space, turning, looking, trying to recreate her moves from the previous night. She had brought it with her, of course, because it was her ticket out of Lough Carrow. Show it off. A little. Not seriously. She wouldn’t have left him in here because they would have lifted him, which would have been high humour to rangers. She would have taken him to bed. She could still smell her mouth on the pillowcase. And under the pillow, William Butler.


It was an old, tattered, crack-spined Pan Classics paperback, browning like leaves along the edges, still with the Hodges Figgis sticker over the British price and the book-plate on the frontis­piece: From the Library of Eamonn Morrow.


She never saw that book-plate, ornate and rather silly in a cheap mass market edition, without a twitch of guilt.


It’s what he would have wanted, she told herself as she closed the front door again and locked the code panel. Yeats lay next to her thigh, snug in a buttoned-up patch pocket.


Her constant friend, her almanac and talisman. W. B. Yeats. Selected Poetry.


Birds clattered up at sudden blare of a diesel engine. Sound moved strangely, unpredictably on these autumn mornings, shifting focus, drawing near, receding as the sun drove off the early mist.


‘And good mornin’ to you, Farmer John,’ Lisa said to the treeline.


The Dubs had packed up and driven off in their Audis but Nature Boy was still at his practice, as motionless and poised as a heron in Vrikshasana.


‘Thank you,’ she said. He flowed into Virabhadrasana without a flicker of acknowledgement. She greeted the regular dog walkers on the dyke between the new willow wood and Carrowbeg Lough. The Paw Patrol, Pádraig called them. She saluted Deirdre taking a dawn bird-watching walk out on Green Curlew to the Killinure Bay hide and halloed two men on high-end gravel bikes, with Rapha gear and bike-packing backs tucked under their saddles. One to mention at the morning meeting.


The Plucky Dane was checking the charges on the e-bikes in the bike dock.


‘You could have woken me,’ Lisa called.


‘Didn’t want to disturb you,’ Dane answered. He looked brutally hung-over. Lisa drew pleasure from that. His ranger-ribbing of her decision to study poetry had danced close to contempt.


Lough Carrow visitor centre was a two-storey cylinder, the upper floor over-hanging the lower on a ring of wooden posts that referenced Iron Age circle huts. Its official title was An Áirc. The more obvious nickname would have been the Mushroom but the name that stuck, the name everyone who worked at Lough Carrow called it, came from Pádraig: the Tower of Power. The Park Manager had an almost supernatural gift for nicknames. They were always right, always just and always clung.


The Plucky Dane was one of Pádraig’s. No one understood it, everyone used it. Dane hated it.


Lisa nodded to the staff setting down the chairs and laying out the tray-bakes in the Giorria Sléibhe cafe. Bridget, fitting a new till roll, had been at the party. She had the wit to leave early. Eight miles to Portumna drunk was illegal. Eight miles back the next morning still drunk was illegal and horrendous.


Now that the adrenaline of her shock waking, her speed-clean, her emergency rescue of Yeats was dissolving like the mist, her own private horrendous was rising up through Lisa. Coffee and liquid. Coffee and liquid. Then maybe she could face Pádraig and bottomless chirpiness.
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The morning chorus fell silent. Struck by sudden dread, John O’Dowd walked quickly to the tractor. Buachaill, his short-haired collie, circled in the rear of the cab, fretful.


‘Easy, boy.’


The herd drew back further into their corner of the Black Field.


‘I’ll sort youse when I’m done with this, lads.’


He lowered the lifting gear and rolled the haylage bale into the corner by the water trough. He backed up and dropped the forks until they skimmed the grass. With a dancer’s pre­cision he brought the John Deere in to the carcase and ran the forks under it. In Horan’s he had once won a bet from a group of cross-Ireland cyclists that he could pick up a fifty-cent coin with the digger bucket. He could have run the tines clean through meat and bone; it would have made for an easier lift. He owed the cow the same respect of precision he had shown that coin. He pulled back on the joystick. The cow lifted, sagging, held together only by its spine, guts bulging over the metal forks. He elevated until the dangling leg hung clear. The body slid down to rest against the bail.


‘Fucking God,’ John O’Dowd said as he brought the John Deere around. ‘Fucking God,’ as he did the work with the gate. As he turned the tractor out of Black Field into the boreen: ‘Fucking God.’


The birds were still circling.


His lights were bright, his sound system loud and his engine louder but still the runners and the dog walkers and all those other ones who’d taken over the place always left it until John O’Dowd was on top of them before veering to the verge. All it would take was a dog or a kid or just a fucking eejit taking a last-instant head-stagger and darting for the other side and he’d never be out from under the trouble. Claims and suits and fees and solicitors’ bills.


‘Never hit as much as a magpie,’ he muttered as he bowled down the narrow, high-hedged lanes. The couple in the matching North Face Gore-Tex and beanies with the cockapoo paled at the sight of what hung from the forks as John O’Dowd passed, trailing a banner of diesel smoke.


Country life, fuckers.


No end to the Nordic-walkers, the Connaught Way trail-hikers, the gravel bikers. Back in July he’d spent forty minutes in a stand-off with the driver of a D-reg Audi SUV who couldn’t, but more likely wouldn’t, reverse half a kay up to the gate into Lackan Field to let him past.


This was working land. Still.


And there was Moya Brennan in the camouflage leggings and the purple top and headband and shoes the size of canal barges. Every morning, striding along with the earbuds in. At least she could feel him coming. Some of them were basically deaf. He could ram his forks up their arses before they noticed two and a half tons of John Deere behind them.


Moya Brennan stepped back in to the hedge and raised a hand. John O’Dowd stopped and pulled down the window.


‘John!’


He snapped off the music.


‘How are you, Moya?’


‘Ach, grand, John, grand.’


She was a decent enough creature, for a blow-in. All sorts had washed up in Gortnamona after the project was set up. Hipsters, chancers, greens, eejits, Dubliners. Moya spoke with a northern twang: Monaghan or Armagh, he reckoned.


‘Oh John, that’s a dreadful sight,’ Moya said, nodding at dripping, fetid load lifted high like a chalice on the forklift. ‘The poor beast. What happened?’


In forty-three years in the great bog John O’Dowd had seen all manner of death and rending, skin and bone and hank of leather, but never anything that could work such butchery on a tough, bad-tempered Dexter cow.


‘I’ve a notion,’ he said.


‘Same notion you always have, John?’ Moya said. The tractor growled idly, leaking peat-coloured fumes that hung low in the overgrown lane.


‘They’ll tell you they don’t have them but I reckon they sneaked them out there in the lockdown.’


‘I really don’t think so, John …’


‘Do you want to take a look there and tell me what you think could do that to a healthy Dexter?’


‘Well, I’ve always some mad idea or other. But you’re the expert, John. I’m sorry for the trouble. Well, I’ve things to be about. Oh, one thing: the Hallowe’en Ball.’


‘The disco?’


‘It’s a Ball this year. Fancy dress. Forfeits and spot prizes and all. Can I call on you to do your usual?’


John O’Dowd was King of Country Swing from Ennis to Portumna. No marriage could prosper where the newly-weds did not have the first dance to Nathan Carter, spun on the decks of the King of Swing.


‘King John’ll be there.’


‘Crown and all?’


‘Crown, and a cloak.’


She gave him a cheesy thumbs-up as he blasted off in dark smoke and a trail of blood.


She was a gobshite, Moya Brennan, like all of them, but not a fucking gobshite. She had some notion of how the game was played out here.


The Lough Carrow people had re-erected the ‘You are Now Leaving the Wilding Zone’ sign where his lane met the old Bord na Móna drive. John O’Dowd had become adept at the slight clip with the nearside tyre. It gets knocked down, they put it up again. It wasn’t country and it was by a pack of fucking English but that song played well in the Court of King John. The sign thing was part of the game. Like dumping the dead cow in one of his infields to make a point about the Wild breaking out. That’s what Wild meant: outside their signs and boundaries. This John O’Dowd understood.


Buachaill sat up and panted as John turned on to his farm track and drove through his yard to the Lea Beg boreen. The sun stood above the line of the willow wood. The shadow of the upraised forks and their load fell long across the tussocky grass of Booley Field. Lough Carrow qualified as a wild and remote site for European Union regulations on the disposal of animal carcases: he would bury his cow here, but not until he had had his words.


Fifty-cent coin. John O’Dowd laid the dismembered cow down as gently as an infant in a cot. He pulled out his phone, waited for the patchy signal to connect and made the call.


‘Hello there. John O’Dowd. I’ve a beast down.’
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The grass-roofed cap of the Tower of Power housed a viewing gallery, a temporary exhibition space, the staff common room and site offices. Pádraig liked to hold his Parish Notices, as he called the morning meeting, in the gallery. For a man in his late thirties, Pádraig possessed a library of cultural references much larger than his years and experience would suggest. He adored allusions, puns, wordplay, flights of linguistic fancy. At first Lisa loathed Pádraig and Pádraig’s word toys. He was condescending, his verbal games personal and attacking.


‘He’s just like that,’ Niamh said, her first friend when she came from the Chain Gang to the Tower of Power. ‘We don’t listen to him. He does it to entertain himself. He’s a very bored man.’


Lisa did listen to him. She learned that it wasn’t personal, it wasn’t an attack, it wasn’t condescension. Pádraig was a man who had built a dream team in a dream job and, by so doing, worked himself out of usefulness to the point where an afternoon spent devising an abstruse nickname was an afternoon well spent.


Chain Gang, that was one of Pádraig’s.


Lisa found the rhythm, the playfulness, the joy in Pádraig’s language. She found the poetry in it. Pádraig found someone to join his fun-with-words club.


Lisa jabbed a double espresso out of the staffroom Nespresso machine. It was a three-espresso morning. Pádraig had ordered the machine at the end of the fiscal year to replace the wretched old Kona filter, tarry with years of varnish-thick oil. He refused to shift to biodegradable pods. They tainted the brew. Good coffee was non-negotiable.


Lisa took her customary seat by the window. The gallery wrapped around half the upper level and offered panoramas far across the pewter waters of Carrowbeg and Carrowmore, the mottled duns and sepias and greys of the bog; the flickering silver and gold of the birch woods; the steel flashes of a peat pool, a re-flooded cutting; all deepening in tone and density to the black bruise of the Wilding at the heart of Lough Carrow. Stone bounded the wilded world: the limestone plateau of the Burren along the western horizon, the rise of the Silvermine Mountains to the south, the edge of purple Slieve Aughty in the north. To the east, the Shannon. To hold the morning meeting here was to follow the slow roll of seasons across the great bog, the subtle scales of greys and browns, the abrupt greening, the lightenings and darkenings and the iron winter bones. The wheel of the year turned otherly here, sometimes slower, sometimes faster, sometimes not at all, sometimes backwards. Time wore strange clothes in unfamiliar colours.


A money box in the shape of the Tardis stood on the coffee table. Lisa scowled. Caught on.


Pádraig was last to arrive. He was a terrier of a man, keen and alert. Lisa had never seen him in anything but greens and greys, occasional tans from expensive outdoor labels, though he was as incapable of looking stylish as a badger. There was a light in his eyes as if he were on the edge of seeing something vast and magnificent, that no one else could. Lisa liked him.


‘Good morning boggers. How are we this fine Tuesday?’ He picked up the Tardis and walked up the line of Lough Carrow staff, leaning in to the bleary, the hung-over and shaking the money box in their faces. ‘The Lord says, paper money only,’ he intoned in a Northern accent. Hands dug five, ten euro notes from zip-pockets.


He came to Lisa.


‘FF,’ he said. ‘Remember, it’s bigger on the inside.’


‘You know me, P. Try catching me with cash.’


Pádraig’s nickname for Lisa was one of his most con­voluted, and therefore proudest, creations. FF. Fast and Furious. Driving movies. Lisa Donnan, one-time wheel-woman. Now exiled to the great bog of the west.


‘You are a fly woman,’ Pádraig said. ‘In lieu of cash, you can join the Our Lady and St Pat’s sleepover.’


Soft whoops of derision, whistles, applause from the rest of the crew.


‘P, that is cruel,’ Lisa protested.


‘I am a complete savage,’ Pádraig said. ‘Boggers, mark and learn. No parties in the glamping pods. Phil and The Plucky Dane, when we’re done here, go and clean up the pod. Donna, take a run out to the Eurospar and replace whatever got eaten or drunk. I take it the occasion was?’


‘I got in,’ Lisa said. She slipped Yeats from the patch pocket and held him up like a monstrance. ‘English and Irish Litera­ture, BA Hons, UCD!’ she shouted over the hung-over applause. ‘Out of this hole!’ She’d received the offer two days before but partying on a Sunday was death on Monday and Phil wasn’t picking up a new supply of Moroccan from his supplier in Portumna until Tuesday afternoon. It had been decent enough for a Tuesday, but nothing exceptional. Lisa could have sourced better but her probationary status had been paused by the pandemic, not cancelled.


‘Settle down, settle down,’ Pádraig said. ‘Congratulations from all of us to our very own FF. On behalf of all us boggers, we’re sorry to be losing you. Success, Lisa. However, you do not bring hash into the Carrow. Civilians present.’


‘Are your congratulations enough to get me out of wild sleepover?’ Lisa asked.


‘Absolutely not,’ Pádraig said. ‘Sure, you wouldn’t want to miss out on the full Lough Carrow experience before you leave us?’


The rangers yo-ed and yay-ed in mock-appreciation. Pádraig took his seat in the circle around the coffee table. Outside the window, ducks beat low and furious in from the wild zone, side-slipping on angled wings to splash down in Lough Carrowbeg.


‘Right, so. Parish notices. As we have been anticipating with bated breath, Our Lady and St Pat’s First Year arrives today for two jolly days of fun and scampering. They’re lovely middle-class twelve-year-olds from Dublin 6 so be nice because they have parents who have lawyers. Who may actually be lawyers. Usual practice: divide and conquer. Anne-Marie?’


‘The Residential Centre’s good to go,’ Anne-Marie said. ‘We haven’t got the dietary requirements through yet.’


‘I’ll chase it,’ Fionna from the Education Team said.


‘Phil the Fluter and Shona, wellies and wetsuits,’ Pádraig said. ‘They’re from Dublin so get them good and mingin’, especially the teachers. The Plucky Dane and Wee Fee: quad bike safari. Nathan-man and, oh, yes, FF: wild sleepover.’


‘Thank you, Great Helmsman,’ Lisa said. Nathan – Nathan-man, in Pádraig’s parlance, from his all-consuming triathlon training regime – frowned, puzzled at Lisa’s expression. Pádraig smiled.


‘Where are you taking them?’ she asked Nathan. He was in his mid-thirties but looked years more ragged from ten kay a day running, wild swimming and a hundred biked kilometres every weekend on the roads of East Galway. It would take years off you if you stopped wearing your hair yanked back in a Premier-League ponytail, Lisa thought.


‘I thought we’d go for broke. Breen.’


Lisa’s hangover curdled. Breen was the remotest and least-well equipped of the feral camping sites inside the Wilding.


‘Get some proper wild in their lives,’ Nathan said. Lisa rolled her eyes. Overnight in the Wilding with a living motivational poster.


‘What have we got out there wild-wise?’ Pádraig asked.


‘The north-west Moilie herd’s been moving south from Sally Lough,’ Nathan said. ‘They should be right on top of us by tonight. They can wake up with a cow breathing up their nose.’


‘Fuckin’ joy,’ Lisa said, slumping deep in her chair. ‘What’s the weather going to do?’


‘Met Eireann says twenty per cent chance of rain by twelve p.m. tomorrow,’ Nathan said.


‘You wasted your “joy” there, FF,’ Pádraig said. Everyone at Lough Carrow had been soaked to the bone too many times to trust the Irish weather forecast. ‘Okay. Any other notices from the faithful?’


‘Saw a couple of bike-packers on the way in,’ Lisa said. ‘All the gear. Tail and handlebar bags. New shiny gravel bikes.’


‘Did you see where they were headed?’ Pádraig asked. Lough Carrow lay by design and intention on the intersection of the Pilgrim’s Path and the Connaught Way and welcomed voyagers on foot, wheel and hoof but too many ventured off the trails into ecologically sensitive areas.


‘Headed into the Wilding,’ Lisa said. ‘Probably heard about Carrowbrook.’


Wild camping was becoming a fashionable problem. Wild camping in a half-legendary abandoned ghost-estate: that was social media gold. The litter and disruption aside, Lough Carrow, after an uncommonly dry summer, was as desiccated as a skull. Whether it massed season by season in the old cuttings or was stockpiled in the decommissioned Shannonbridge power station, peat was still fuel. Wild campers loved little wild camping fires. Little wild fires could easily become big wild fires.


‘Eyes peeled, boggers,’ Pádraig said. ‘First warning, more in sorrow than in anger. Second warning …’


‘More in anger than in sorrow,’ the crew chorused.


‘Beaver corner,’ Pádraig announced. ‘RR?’


RR. Rescue Ranger. Ciara had come to Lough Carrow as a summer volunteer and stayed on long after the others had flown off to late, cheap Mediterranean sun. She was a tall, big country girl, with a rural swing to her voice, blue eyes, grubby blonde curls and a natural awkwardness Lisa found sweet. There was no side to Ciara. She said what she said and liked what she liked without apology. She came from horse people and had grown up among animals. She treated animals like people, and people like animals and never dressed well. In addition to Lough Carrow she volunteered with the local animal rescue centre. Rescue Centre Ciara was aggressively trying to rehome a litter of lurcher puppies on WhatsApp. Wild Ranger Ciara maintained the remote camera in the beaver lodge.


‘I checked the lodge cam first thing and there are def­initely two kits.’


Lisa murmured a yay. Applause ran around the meeting circle.


‘I think that’s worth bothering the Fourth Estate,’ Pádraig said. ‘Do me up a short report and I’ll pass it on to Sterling Cooper.’ Lisa suspected she was the only one in Lough Carrow who got Pádraig’s nickname for the park’s Dublin PR company. ‘That’s amazing. Genuinely. And now, to bring us all crashing back to earth, two words.’


‘Oh fuck,’ Dane – The Plucky Dane, in Pádraig’s naming system – moaned.


‘Farmer John has another cow down,’ Pádraig said.


‘He shouldn’t be pasturing them inside the Wilding,’ Ciara said.


‘RR, bless your righteousness, but in terms of head-fuckery, there is derivatives trading, there is quantum theory and then, way up at the top, is Irish land law. The O’Dowds have been out there since God was a boy, and when Bord na Móna came in in the 1930s, the agreement was to honour all the established field leases from the Purvis estate. And when we took over Bord na Móna, we had to honour all those agreements.’


‘The man’s a fucking con artist,’ Dane said.


‘He is,’ Pádraig agreed. ‘But this one is … unusual. He sent me pics. We’ll call in on the dawn patrol, give him the standard platitudes. FF, I believe you’re on rota with me.’


‘Oh come on, Pádraig,’ Lisa said. ‘You’ve had your pound of flesh.’


‘Yes, but you freak him, the poor lad. And I thought we might take Quadzilla.’


‘That’s different.’


Lisa loved any chance to be behind a wheel again and Pádraig loved any chance to be driven by someone who really knew driving.


‘Ah!’ Pádraig’s attention flicked to the door. Lisa turned in her chair to see a large, middle-aged bearded man in grey cargo pants and a grey fleece caught framed in the doorway. ‘Man with Beard, any word on our bog body?’


Michael Reynolds was the Project Archaeologist, employed by An Chomhairle Oidhreachta and technically out of the Lough Carrow management structure, though Pádraig had endowed him with a nickname. As Lough Carrow rewilded, moss to turf to peat to leaf and trunk, it threw up the wonders and horrors of a changing landscape. Bog oak, pails of bog butter, mass crosses, bronze age jewellery. Pieces of humans. Greatest of all, a complete body, tanned and leathered by the bog juices: a man, bound into a foetal curl, neck broken. Dublin claimed the find but Lough Carrow was fighting a high-profile campaign to have it returned as the centrepiece of the Sick Things Found in the Bog gallery.


Michael Reynolds sighed – trapped, not fast enough to escape to his cubby of an office – and shifted his weight on his big feet.


‘It’s on the agenda for the next Heritage Council commit­tee meeting.’


‘I want to be there,’ Pádraig said.


‘No,’ Michael said and shuffled to the Nespresso machine, to which, being a third party agent, he was not entitled, but used shamelessly in his petty war with Pádraig.


‘I got an email in from Molly the dog’s parents,’ Inge the centre manager said. ‘They’re concerned they haven’t heard anything and they’d like us to put up new posters.’


‘How long has she been missing now?’ Pádraig said.


‘Four days.’


‘The poor mutt’s probably at the bottom of Raheen Bog but, if they want … Inge, thirty copies, for the usual places?’


Inge swiped a finger across her phone and in the office a printer whined to life.


‘AoB?’ Pádraig said. ‘If not, let’s carpe diem.’ Pádraig stood up. ‘And remember …’


‘It’s wild out there,’ the boggers chorused.
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It was a stupid beauty. The build of a running shoe only ever designed to be kept on a shelf, the lines and minimalism of a cheap bicycle helmet. Lisa ran her hands over the curved flanks, the roll bars, the strakes of its nose. Clean and ludicrous, like a radio-controlled toy or a billionaire’s yacht. She loved this quad with her oldest, truest love. Second-oldest. Yeats first. Then cars. But the cars were truest, because they had tested her in a way that Yeats never would, and she had paid their price.


Lisa dropped into the driving seat. The steering column was a ridiculous little plastic rectangle. Supposed to look sporty and laddish. She touched the start button. The dash lit but the only important figure was the charge. Seventy per cent. More than enough for a run out to Farmer John, the scenic route to Gortnamona and a bit of a burn back.


Pádraig swung into the bucket seat beside her.


‘Belt,’ she ordered. He’d be needing it. Pádraig’s psychology was sound. Lisa was still three years from getting her licence back – the pandemic had put the ban on hold – and the occa­sional bit of girl-racing in Lough Carrow’s best kept her from other, more damaging ways of satisfying her need for speed.


Lisa took the machine gently out of the vehicle shed. In addition to its fleet of tandem quads for tours and school expeditions into the Wilding, Lough Carrow owned two serious all-terrain vehicles; a bull-faced grump of a John Deere pickup, with a winch like a ring through its nose, ex-Mountain Rescue; and Quadzilla. Lisa didn’t know how Pádraig had sneaked Quadzilla through the budget, but every time she took hold of that ridiculous little star-fighter steering wheel, she hallelujahed his dark persuasiveness.


Clear of the Residential Centre, Lisa burned away from the Tower of Power. She loved the pure torque of the electric engine. Acceleration that pinned you in your seat. Not even Pádraig could push a word out through the gee.


Lisa swung on to the old Carrow Road. The sun had not reached into the tree-lined lane, the air was crisp with leaf and twig, peat and weather fronts crawling in from the west and life hanging in time. Electric drive meant she could smell the autumn, hear the hissing crunch of the gravel under Quadzilla’s low-pressure tyres.


She slowed for the right-hand bend on to Reagh Road.


‘Let’s leave Farmer John for the way back,’ Pádraig said. Lisa could hear the distant low vibrato of his diesel engine from far across the bog, like a ship’s engine. He wasn’t working –there was no work on O’Dowd’s lands, only subsidy farming. He was staking out his territory, like a belling stag, with twin ruts and raised forks.


‘Happy with that,’ Lisa said. Pádraig clung two-handed to the roll cage as she pulled a drift to send Quadzilla across the bend on to the old bog railway track. The shallow embankment, built to raise the narrow-gauge line to the height of the older road, ran through the last of the commercial cuttings, long broad bands of scrubby green and black turf. The bogs had been stripped eighty years deep, to the edge of bedrock, to the edge of ecological death. The day the Peat Board realised it could make more money burying carbon than exhuming it, they started the slow climb back to life.


Restoring, rewetting, rebuilding, rewilding. It would be a work not of decades, or even centuries. It was a work without end, a wheel of ecology.


The old bog railway had recently been designated a wildflower zone so Lisa took the quad down left on to the black exposed peat and opened it up. Pádraig shook his head in delight at the speed. Twin plumes of black dust rose up behind them.


The dust would settle, the rain would fill her tyre tracks, seeds would set in the microshelter of the microclimate, weeds would grow, then scrub, then, protected by the scrub from the grazers, would come the trees. By tiny degrees multiplied ten thousand times, Lough Carrow reverted to the primal.


‘Take us through Moneyveagh,’ Pádraig shouted over the engine whine.


‘No problem.’


Lisa took a hard swing back up from the bog on to the track. All four wheels left the ground. The quad bounced at the bottom of the slope on to the right-side bog strip. Lisa drove parallel to the line of the Moneyveagh birch wood, then turned in at a gap in the palisade of freckled silver trunks. Her hand reached for the lights.


‘Leave them,’ Pádraig said. The light through the branches was enough to drive by – in summer leaf the gloom was fecund, moist, oppressive – but Lisa dropped her speed. No one had been down this way since lockdown and in two years the old grove had seeded, grown scrubby, littered with mossed-over branch-fall and tussocks that could crack even Quadzilla’s suspension.


‘You looking for something?’ Lisa asked.


‘No, I just want to feel it,’ Pádraig said. His hand was light on the roll cage, his eyes were wide, his face uplifted a fraction. Seeing it, hearing it, taking it in with every breath. Letting it touch his skin. Lisa had never experienced Lough Carrow as profoundly as Pádraig but she recalled moments when she had taken a turn off a path, stepped out through a screen of willow into a clearing, seen a wedge of light appear between parting purple and yellow clouds, smelled rain advance across the peatlands and been somewhere else, somewhere very far from the moment before. Pádraig’s name for it was Into the Mystic. Sunday supplements called it Forest Bathing. The Friends of Lough Carrow Facebook Page called it the Spirit of the Bog. Lisa had no name for it.


‘Tell me you’ll miss it, FF,’ Pádraig said as they drove through the leaf dapple.


‘Dublin, P. Dublin. Proper dirty air.’


‘All right then, us. Tell me you’ll miss us.’


‘Some of youse. Very very few.’


‘Can’t really argue there. Me, then. You’ll miss me.’


‘Away the fuck, P.’


In the edge of her vision she saw Pádraig grin.


‘Lisa.’


‘I heard.’


No nickname. No banter.


Lisa stopped Quadzilla. They waited. A soft susurrus of dried leaves, closer than the first sound. Pádraig pointed: Lisa saw a low, solid bulk move through the bars of the birch trunks. A snuffle of breath, the darkness changed shape, moved away, joined the general shadow.


‘Cow?’ Lisa asked.


‘It’s the right size and sound,’ Pádraig said. ‘Nathan said the Moilies were over at the Sally Lough.’ Lough Carrow had two herds of heritage cattle, one staking out a territory on the north-west reach of the great bog, the other pastured on the southern reaches beyond Gortnamona.


‘It’ll be one of Farmer John’s Dexters,’ Lisa said. ‘His next plan to stick us for compensation.’


‘Okay, Gortnamona,’ Pádraig said. ‘Take us through, FF.’ He cheerfully and badly sang ‘The Farmer and the Cowman Should be Friends’ as Lisa cut a careful path through Money­veagh, banging over the hummocks and fallen branches, navigating sudden streams and detouring around boggy places. Beyond Moneyveagh lay the Sheskin Moss, a recently reflooded mire impassable even to Quadzilla so Lisa navigated up on to Yellow Lapwing track, busy with the dog walkers, nature watchers and season-ticket holders, and drove carefully and responsibly as the pedestrians (and two horse trekkers) nodded and raised walking sticks and tipped caps to Lough Carrow’s boggers.


When she came to Lough Carrow with the Community Reparation Team, Lisa had not believed there could be a village in the Wilding. Then when Pádraig offered her the job in the Tower of Power, she realised she ought to have some authority to speak about this place where she worked. She dug through the great bog’s layered history. There was indeed a village. Gortnamona had been a clachan of tenant farmers, scratching a bare subsistence from the worst of the old Castlepurvis demesne. After the Civil War it had been folded into the landscape of the industrial bog and grew into a company village. Cutters, stackers, driers, machine oper­ators, balers. Bookkeepers, clerks and shippers. Gortnamona grew prosperous on peat, then, as the turf extraction industry declined, it decayed like old fungus. Five hundred souls in the 1926 census shrivelled to thirty by 2006. The school closed, the spirit store and post office put up shutters, replaced by a mobile shop and bank, then those were reduced from twice weekly to weekly to never. By the time commercial peat operations ended at Lough Carrow, mass at St Colman’s had fallen from three a week to one a month, 5 p.m. on a Satur­day, no music, a two-minute homily and Father MacNamee rushing the responses.


Gortnamona was three houses away from ending up as yet another dead West of Ireland village when Bord na Móna sold the bog to the Wild Ireland Foundation. And people moved in. Houses were bought for alms. Power was restored, roofs were sealed; damp proof courses, proper plumbing and decent heating installed, and Éir’s fastest fibre broadband cabled in. Gortnamona awoke. Local radio first carried the story of the village that came back from the dead, then the Irish Times ran a Sunday supplement feature and finally RTÉ screened a documentary on the city folk, the green middle classes, the artists and crafters and alternative-lifestylers, the hipsters and plain weirdos turning their backs on urban civilization and moving to the country’s biggest rewilding zone. There was still no school, though the four families with young children ran a home schooling group, no bank – unnecessary with online banking – and the nearest offie was the Eurospar at Whitegate or the big SuperValu in Portumna.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE

WILDING

IAN McDONALD

A 4





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Contents





		The Great Bog

		1







		Day One

		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21







		Day Two

		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36







		The Wilding

		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42







		The Great Bog

		43







		Acknowledgements



		Credits



		By Ian McDonald



		Copyright











Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314











Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading









