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Ned Buckley and Martin Cassidy joined our class in the middle of the winter term, and to start with, you never saw one of them without the other. They had the same walk and the same silent way and the same brooding expressions on their faces. Otherwise they weren’t in the slightest bit alike. Martin’s eyes were pale and small. He had a round face and red hair and when he closed his fists, his fingers turned purple.

Ned’s hands were tanned and so was his face. His eyes were large and so dark that he could have been wearing mascara. Though knowing Ned Buckley that would be unlikely. I remember how from the very start Laura had kept nudging me to tell me to quit staring. But I couldn’t stop looking at him.

Serena Serralunga, our history teacher, said we should make an effort to get to know them, but it’s not that easy to get to know people who never speak and who don’t look at anyone when they come into class and who disappear at random times of the day for no obvious reason.

Martin Cassidy stayed for eighteen days and then disappeared for good. Soon, I couldn’t recall that much about him except for the redness of his hair and the purpleness of his fists. We hadn’t made much of an effort, but to be fair, he hadn’t given us much of a chance.

Serena Serralunga said that there are times when the only thing a person needs is someone to hold out a friendly hand or show them where the vending machine is or say a single word of kindness – and those small things can convince someone to stay in school when they’re thinking of maybe leaving.

I don’t remember anyone even trying to talk to Martin or Ned in the early days – because why would we when everyone in my class would much prefer to talk about people behind their backs? That’s Ballyross Secondary for you. And Brendan Kirby is our king.

 

The news went round that Martin Cassidy had had an accident. Serena Serralunga said he’d fallen off a horse, and Brendan Kirby snorted with laughter in this special way he had when he was being entertained by someone else’s bad luck.

Maybe he wouldn’t have laughed so hard if something like that had happened to Dougie or Laura or even me, but then again maybe he would have. Other people’s misfortune is the kind of thing Brendan has always found hilarious – and he had a particular thing about Martin Cassidy and Ned Buckley.

If I’m honest, everyone had a thing about them. The reasons for that are complicated and difficult to explain.

 

I remember the first day I ever heard Ned Buckley’s voice. Brendan was sitting in the back row, with his usual crew organised in a circle around him.

‘He rides with a bunch of wild boys across the river,’ he said. ‘And he’s broken his coccyx. Anyone know what that is?’ To Brendan’s delight, nobody did. ‘It’s his tailbone! Ha. And now he and his broken bum are moving. His family never stays anywhere for long, you see.’

Everyone nodded their heads as if Brendan was the birthplace of all knowledge.

Nobody’d noticed that Ned Buckley was sitting at his desk in the far corner. He got up slowly and walked over to where Brendan was sitting.

Ned had been so permanently silent and unreadable for such a long time that if he’d grown wings and flown up above our heads, we couldn’t have been more surprised.

‘You shouldn’t talk about things you don’t understand,’ was what he said, and he stared at us for a while, and his voice was deliberate and strong, and we just kept looking back at him with our mouths open.

After he’d said that, Ned did what he always did at the end of school, which was to walk out of the door without looking back.

 

I still think about how his words affected us – how he’d broken his silence, and how the reason he’d done it was to stop Brendan’s maliciousness on the subject of Martin Cassidy from spreading – which, to be honest, Brendan’s maliciousness on the subject of anything often did.

After that, a few things began to change in our class. They weren’t very dramatic, but they were noticeable all the same. For example, from then on, Brendan always looked around the room before sitting down with his group to talk about anyone.
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There is a tunnel made of trees at the beginning of Nettlebog Lane. It’s a twisty narrow road that leads down to the river and there’s a scraggly strip of grass growing along the middle of it.

Once you’ve walked through, you’re near the part of the bank where the water’s at its widest and it looks like it goes on forever. It feels like being in the middle of a secret – as if you’re skirting the edges of something risky and wrong. There’s this big curvy bend in the river – it’s called the Giant’s Elbow and right in the crook of it is a lush circle of trees. Even in the winter, when Nettlebog seems like the craggiest, most windswept place in the world, that particular bunch of trees stays green and dark and thick and tall.

Whenever you’re down there, you get a mad, free kind of feeling that makes you want to shout.

 

Most grown-ups are normally very keen on anything that gets you out in the fresh air, but to the parents of Ballyross, Nettlebog is out of bounds. There are loads of reasons why nobody is supposed to go there.

They say it is on account of the river’s strong current and because there are no lights on either side of the water’s edge.

Parents seem to think that things will happen to you if you go down to Nettlebog. There’s a theory that anyone who does will instantly slip into the water and drown.

It was Laura who told me that someone had drowned there, but Laura’s a bit of a drama queen, so you can’t always be sure about a lot of the stuff she says. If you Google ‘drowning, Nettlebog’ or ‘Nettlebog drowning’ or even ‘death Nettlebog Lane’ or any other combination, there’s no mention of it, so I reckon it’s one of those urban myths that frightens everyone into staying away.

But if you look at the water more closely and how deep it is and how dark, and how it licks the rocky bank and suddenly swells and rises unexpectedly – then the possibility of drowning doesn’t seem too crazy.

You can drown in a puddle. Nettlebog river is much deeper than that.

 

When I was younger I used to like it when Mum and Dad said, ‘Arminta, you are not to go to Nettlebog.’

Those were the days when I did what I was told, and when I didn’t mind being called Arminta. Doing what I was told used to make me feel safe.

But lots of things have changed. First of all, people call me Minty now. And secondly there was a new feeling inside me – a feeling that it’s a pain in the neck to have parents who are constantly telling me what to do. And OK, I get it, parents don’t like you to gather at a place where somebody has possibly drowned. It goes against their instincts. But I’d begun to realise that parents can’t decide everything. There were things I needed to make up my own mind about.

And on top of that there is this thing about Nettlebog that had a way of pulling me towards it. The way music sometimes does, or colour. Plus, there was a tangled magic smell that’s like no other: herb and nut and wood and bog. I liked breathing those smells in and I liked the way they filled my head and made me feel confident and calm, but sort of excited too, the way mystifying places do.

I was the one who went to Nettlebog first. Or should I say, I thought I was.

It turns out that practically everyone who goes there thinks they’re the first. It turns out I’m not the only one who felt those feelings. Dougie told me he used to think he was the only person who knew about it.

‘Same,’ said Laura when we told her. We made this promise to each other that from then on, we’d never go unless we went together. It was kind of a pact that we had, I’m not sure why.

That was when there were still lots of things about it we didn’t know. For example, we didn’t know that hidden behind the thick circle of trees, there was a caravan, and we didn’t know that inside that caravan, two people lived, and we didn’t know that one of those people was Ned Buckley.
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It might have taken much longer to find out if it hadn’t been for the bonfire and the shed. There were two horses down there too – and they belonged to Ned. And they weren’t dangerous or wild like some people said. One was brown and black, the other palest grey. Both of them were perfectly beautiful. Ned built the shed for the horses. We could hear the hammering and banging for days.

The trees seemed thicker and bushier, like somehow they could grow faster than normal trees do. They closed around the caravan like a fortress – right there at the water’s edge.

One night, very late, long after I was supposed to be asleep, I could smell something smoky drifting in, and there was the pop and crackle of an outside fire. I slid out of bed, went over to sit by my open window. Strange shapes flickered and flashed in my room.

‘NETTLEBOG’s ON FIRE!’ Dougie had texted.

His little sister had run in and woken him, claiming there was a dragon dancing in the middle of the water, he said.

I thought about calling the fire services, but even though it was bright and dramatic-looking, Dougie and I agreed that the fire didn’t actually look as if it was out of control. In the end we didn’t do anything except watch in the dark.

When I finally decided to go to sleep, everything had faded to a pale orange smudge in the blackness.

Dougie and Laura and I went down next day after school. There was a rusted battered white van that I hadn’t seen before, and from the massive oak tree that leaned out over the water, someone had hung a rope with a tyre swinging from the end of it.

That was the thing about Nettlebog – it seemed completely different from everywhere else in our lives. Ballyross Grove where we lived was right next to it, but it didn’t have tall enough trees or wide enough spaces for something as gigantic as a swing like that.

Ballyross Grove is a cul-de-sac. The houses are on a curve, bunched together. Whichever pavement you stand on, the houses opposite seem like faces squashed up beside each other with rectangular door mouths and square window eyes. Everything neat and safe and tidy and in order.

We were curious then, and interested and drawn to the light of Nettlebog and the noise that had begun to come from there – but even though we didn’t say it, I think we were kind of annoyed too. Nettlebog had been our place.

It was our secret. And now we realised Ned was there, making it bright in the night and hanging swings off its trees and acting as if it belonged to him.

 

Dougie leaned out of his window an awful lot after that – looking towards Nettlebog. He saw Ned swinging on the black tyre.

‘Flying over and back he was, above the water. And he was roaring.’

‘What was he roaring?’ I asked.

‘Dunno,’ Dougie said. ‘Something loud.’

Ned Buckley was our next-door neighbour. He lived in the middle of the mystery that was Nettlebog.

I imagined what it would be like to be friends – actual, real, proper friends – with Ned Buckley. The idea settled inside my head like a precious thing.

According to Brendan, though, Ned was not friend material. Apparently everyone was kind of scared of him. Apparently Ned Buckley was no good.
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Ned was the reason Mr Doyle had to get a pacemaker fitted.

Mr Doyle had been sitting in his car talking on his phone when Ned had come galloping straight for him on one of his horses. I’d seen it while I was parking my bike. Mr Doyle turned his head and his eyes got very big and round and his eyebrows darted high up his forehead.

It probably would have been a shocking thing to see anyone galloping at full speed – in the exact direction of your car – even if you didn’t happen to be sitting in the driver’s seat at the time. Sometimes I still think about the expression on Mr Doyle’s astonished face as Ned got closer.

‘Stop that boy!’ shouted Mr Carmody, our principal, who was running, waving his arms around like a cartoon character, as Ned took off again. There’d been no stopping Ned, though. When he was on his horse, he had rules of his own. Nobody could stop him.

So then Mr Carmody rushed over to Mr Doyle, who had frozen inside his car like a picture, his hands gripping the steering wheel as if they’d been stuck with glue.

 

‘This definitely means trouble for Ned Buckley,’ Mr Carmody had said grimly as he came into our classroom.

‘Good luck with that,’ whispered Brendan, whose dad already had a theory that Ned was a lawless boy with no respect for anything or anyone.

 

I dreamed of Ned a few times after that and in my dreams he was on his horse, galloping in slow motion, just as I’d seen him, just as everyone had, his dark eyes looking at me as he passed, with Mr Doyle staring in his car and everyone else with pale, stunned faces looking on.

 

Mr Carmody seemed suddenly keen to point out that Mr Doyle had had an underlying heart problem for years and that his hospitalisation didn’t have anything to do with Ned, and furthermore, that it was dangerous to suggest otherwise, because that gave some sort of power to Ned that they didn’t think he deserved. Teachers have their reputations to protect. Dougie reckoned Mr Doyle didn’t want anybody thinking he was a wimp.

And besides, according to most of our teachers, you’re not supposed to give power to wild boys on horses. It only encourages them.
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Serena was on Ned Buckley’s side from the start, which was lucky for him, because, even though they pretended to be, none of the other teachers were. There were lots of reasons why Serena was different from the rest of them.

When once we asked her what she was doing in Ireland, she said she’d come for love, which was, she said, a very common reason for a lot of people going anywhere.

She was from a town in Northern Italy where the sun never stopped shining. We wondered how she put up with the glumness of rainy Ballyross. Our other teachers had bobbles on their jumpers and thin greying scarves and sensible shoes. She wore flawless suits made of cashmere sent over from a Tuscan tailor. Other teachers would say things about her once in a while, like they had no idea how the heels she wore didn’t give her bunions, or where she found the time to do her hair in the mornings. Apart from a silver stripe along the middle, her hair was glossy black. Her voice had a fizz and a crackle, like a firework. She drove an old red Italian car that sounded like a hairdryer.

She said it wasn’t her job to be liked. It was her job to teach, and teaching is not a popularity contest. She expected everyone to work hard. There was no excuse, she said, for not doing your best.

She could talk for Ireland about the early settlers, and the 1916 rising, and the inauguration of Mary Robinson. And when she talked about those things it never seemed endless or boring.

She told us to call her by her first name. She said she was the member of a noble, ancient family.

 

When it comes to what you want people to think of you, she told us once, nothing matters quite as much as La Bella Figura – which is not so much about looking beautiful as it is about the way you walk into a room.

When Serena walked into our classroom, everything sparkled for a moment: the tips of our pencils; the buckles on our bags; the normally-dull-brown clips in Orla Mulvey’s hair. Serena would place her pile of books and notebooks on the table, business-like and determined.

‘Students, you’re loitering,’ she said one day after she’d met us in the corridor. ‘There’s going to be a lightning strike exam very shortly. You should be making use of this time to study.’

When she said ‘lightning strike exam’ she actually meant ‘spot test’ but Serena had a different way of saying things.

‘Sorry, Serena,’ we said together and dashed away in different directions as if we had somewhere important to go.

 

It was Serena who didn’t think we should listen to Brendan or anyone else about people’s reputations. She thought everyone should make up their own minds, and Laura and Dougie and I agreed.

‘We should try to make friends with Ned,’ Laura said.

 ‘How do you know he even wants to be friends with us?’ I asked on the outdoor benches over lunch. The air was practically white with cold. Dougie’s breath came out in puffs of fog, and Laura’s nose was red.

‘He’s pretty interested in you,’ said Laura in the singsong voice she uses when she’s trying to torment me.

‘He is not!’ I said, feeling my face heat up.

‘She’s right, Minty,’ said Dougie. ‘It might seem like he never takes any notice of anyone – but he’s always looking at you.’

‘Shut up,’ I said, and I pushed Dougie, but only gently, just to make a point.

Dougie pushed me back so hard I fell off the end of the bench.

 

We told Dougie he’d be the perfect person to ask Ned if he wanted to hang out with us after school. Dougie’s kindness was legendary. We thought it would be just the thing to hook Ned in.

Laura and I hovered by the lockers as Dougie asked.

‘Thanks, but nah,’ is what Ned said in reply.

‘No worries, Ned, that’s OK,’ Dougie answered – and for more proof that Ned’s refusal hadn’t caused any hard feelings, Laura stepped forward and held out her hand. That didn’t go too well either. Ned just looked at her for a tiny second, saying nothing. He turned and walked away, leaving Laura with her hand still sticking out in front of her.

 

It wasn’t easy to become friends with Ned Buckley. As well as not talking, he didn’t always come to school and when he did, everyone felt more comfortable avoiding him. The teachers didn’t ask him questions, though they had no problem interrogating the rest of us to within an inch of our lives about a whole load of random things to do with rock formations and Hamlet’s motives, and where chlorophyll can be found.

 

I used to wonder where Ned was when he didn’t show up while the rest of us were stuck in school, getting ready for lightning strike exams. I imagined him and his horses and reckoned that they were the reason why he stayed away.

I was never allowed to have anything to do with horses, even though I loved them. For my whole life, I hadn’t even been allowed to pat one. Mum is allergic and she blows up like a balloon if she even looks at a horse. So I was sort of jealous of Ned. But it wasn’t just to do with his horses – it was more about a different kind of freedom that belonged to him, the way he didn’t feel the pressure to have to be nice to anyone or to speak when he didn’t feel like speaking or to smile when he didn’t feel like smiling.

I, on the other hand, had to do loads of things I didn’t want to. Mum was forever telling me to look cheerful and I was forever doing my best even when I totally did not feel like it.

Everywhere, people around me spend their lives pretending to feel things that they don’t feel. Ned was different. He may not have said much, but it felt like he was always being true and honest, and it felt like he was never pretending to be something he wasn’t, or to feel something he didn’t feel, or say something he didn’t want to say. I wished I could be more like that.

 

You might have expected me to get the message and stay away, but I wanted to believe that Laura and Dougie had been right. Maybe Ned had been looking at me. Maybe there was a chance that I could make a connection with him.

It was that hope, I guess, that made me start going back to Nettlebog on my own. I’d promised Dougie and Laura not to go there without them, but there were things even they didn’t understand. And though I felt kind of guilty about going alone, the place gave me a feeling I needed.

When it was dry, I could lie on the mossy ground, springy as a mattress. If it rained I could shelter in the dark bushes and not get even slightly wet. At night, there was a shimmer that felt unreal, as if I was on another planet maybe, or inside a dream. When the sun shone, rays spiked through the branches like things you could hold in your hand. And the whole time there was the black river making gentle noises, so high sometimes that I didn’t know where it started and where the shore ended. So low at other times that I could see twisted tree roots, and the handlebars and wheels of a mangled dead bicycle that had become fossilised and fused like buried treasure. I plucked shining coloured stones out of the silt and slid them into my pocket to look at later, when I was away from Nettlebog and supposed to be thinking about other stuff.
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