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      Two hundred children settled themselves on the freshly cleaned tile floor of the school hall as Mr Poppard drifted slowly across the stage. A few strands of silver hair were combed across his otherwise bald head. His spectacles balanced on the tip of his nose, ready to slip but never quite doing so.

      Tom Midd shifted uncomfortably on the floor. It was extremely cold and hard, and the chill from the ground below crept into his bones.

      “Good Morning, everyone.” Mr Poppard’s frail voice carried across the room like a feeble autumn breeze. “Welcome back to Cemetery High. I trust you all had a good summer.”

      Tom glanced around. Everyone remained silent, no doubt dreaming of the summer that had just passed.

      “I’d like to welcome all the new faces joining us this September,” the headmaster continued in a thin, lifeless tone. “I trust that the four years you are about to spend with us will be enjoyable and rewarding.”

      Someone sneezed extremely loudly.

      “Here at Cemetery High, we look forward to watching you turn from boys and girls into young men and women.”

      Tom stifled a yawn. He had started at the school a year earlier and heard Mr Poppard make the same speech then. He looked across to the left of the draughty hall where the staff sat on hard, plastic chairs. Mr Edge, the metalwork teacher, was scratching his beard as usual. Miss Jennings, who taught music, sat beside him; her hands played an imaginary piano on her lap as she stared into space. As Tom’s eyes moved to the end of the line, he frowned. He didn’t recognise the final figure, a dark-haired woman in a white uniform. She was thin, prim and looked completely miserable. Perhaps she was the headmaster’s new secretary – they never lasted more than a term and always looked as if some ghastly supernatural entity was haunting them.

      “There are to be one or two changes to the school routine this year,” Mr Poppard droned on. “First break is now at ten forty-five, instead of ten thirty. This has nothing to do with members of staff wanting to catch the morning episode of Pritchard Street, however.”

      Tom blinked. Evidently, Poppard was attempting a joke. The head cracked the thinnest of smiles as he looked around the hall, and the room felt draughtier than ever. Miss Jennings’ hands danced in her lap.

      “Secondly,” Poppard went on, “the school bell will now ring for six seconds at the end of the day and four seconds at all other times, and not the other way around.”

      Tom saw Timothy Williams in the next row write this down in his school diary and rolled his eyes.

      “Finally,” Mr Poppard concluded, “during the course of today, all pupils will be required to give a pint of blood to Miss Manners, our new nurse.”

      Gasps of consternation filled the hall. Mr Poppard gripped the podium in front of him with his pale, bony fingers and gazed out across the sea of heads like an ancient sea captain surveying his crew. The staff did not react in any way. The pupils gaped open-mouthed at one another. Everyone started talking at once.

      Mr Poppard allowed a few seconds of bedlam before raising one skinny arm in the air. “There are eight pints of blood in the human body!” he declared. His words were all but drowned out by the noise. “You can all spare one!” He smiled, revealing a perfect set of yellow false teeth. “I’m coming for the new arrivals first.”

      Tom sat in the middle of the melee and shook his head in disbelief.

      Mr Poppard waited until the confusion had finally settled down. “Oh Lord,” he said, “you made everything that walks upon the earth, and everything that crawls beneath it. We ask your blessing for everyone who is still alive and for all those who lie in their graves, and we pray that we be reunited with our dearly departed sooner than we expect. Amen.”

      “Amen,” whined Timothy obediently.

      “Right, off to class,” the head ordered.

      Tom found his way to the geography room. The corridors were filled with pupils complaining about having to give blood. It was a bizarre request, Tom reckoned, rather more bizarre than being asked to turn up with a fresh pen or a new tie on the first day back. Overall, however, it was probably in keeping with Cemetery High and its colourful history. He sat in geography at a desk beside the window and gazed out as his classmates filed in.
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      Mrs Coating walked silently into the room and slammed the door melodramatically. A few children jumped. Plenty of others were unimpressed. The geography teacher walked to her desk and stood there silently.

      “Good morning, class,” she said. “Please settle down so that I can take the register.”

      Tom looked around the room. It had been painted white during the summer, along with much of the rest of the school. The fresh paint produced a strong, headache-inducing odour. New posters had been stuck to the walls. Previously, there were maps of various countries, alongside photographs of Mount Everest, the pyramids and other famous places. These were gone. Instead, the walls were filled with photos of cemeteries under a heading that read FAMOUS GRAVEYARDS YOU MUST SEE BEFORE YOU DIE. These were dark, gloomy pictures of cracked headstones, forbidding tombs and graves overgrown with weeds. Tom shivered as he studied them. Mrs Coating called his name, and he answered, only half-listening. He turned to study her as she read out the register.

      “What do you suppose is up with her?”

      Tom glanced over. Pete Night sat at the next desk.

      “What?” Tom replied.

      “Listen to her,” Pete said. He nodded toward the teacher.

      Tom listened as Mrs Coating droned on. She finished taking the register, closed it and opened a textbook.

      “Last term,” she began, “we were studying the North African desert. Today, however, we begin a new topic. Can anyone guess what it is?”

      The children looked blankly at one another.

      “The pictures on the walls are a clue,” remarked Mrs Coating. “We shall be looking at the great graveyards of the world, beginning with Eastern Europe.”

      “She’s a robot!” Pete enthused.

      Tom nodded slowly. Mrs Coating had always been a popular teacher, as she was enthusiastic and funny. She was prone to breaking off in mid-sentence to tell amusing stories. Today, however, she was unsmiling and decidedly unfunny. Her voice was flat and boring. Although she looked like the same woman, Tom studied her eyes – where they were once vivid and lively, they were now cold and lifeless. He suddenly felt chilled and uneasy in the cold classroom. He exchanged a glance with Pete.

      Geography wore on. Mrs Coating sat at her desk reading from a big, old-looking textbook. Tom wished he could read the title, but it lay flat on the desk. This was no surprise since the book was almost as big as the desktop it rested on. The class became restless and bored as Mrs Coating continued in a flat, dreary tone.

      “The Corcoran Cemetery in Romania is over four hundred years old,” the teacher read. “It houses over ten thousand graves. The inhabitants range from peasants to princes. To the east are wealthy family plots where entire generations are buried. To the west lie the common graves.”

      “Excuse me, Mrs Coating.”

      The teacher halted mid-word and slowly looked up. Sarah Scott had her hand in the air.

      “What is it, Sarah?”

      “Can you explain to me, please, what all this has to do with geography?”

      Mrs Coating frowned ever so slightly. Then she shrieked at high volume. “It’s got everything to do with it!”

      Tom thought he saw Sarah’s hair blown back by the blast, and his classmate started crying softly. He couldn’t help sniggering despite himself, and Pete sniggered too. The two boys exchanged mirthful glances, and their laughter grew, each spurred on by the other. Before long, they could barely conceal their glee behind their hands. Tom was forced to bend down to pretend to tie his shoelaces for fear of discovery.

      “The most recent grave in Corcoran,” continued the teacher, as flatly as before, “dates back to 1896.”

      The lesson was over after an hour, and the class trooped out with a sigh of relief. Tom and Pete were baffled. Either Mrs Coating was under some kind of very great strain or she had undergone an operation to remove her personality.

      

      “It was her eyes,” said Tom as they traipsed down the corridor. “It was like there was no-one inside them.”

      “And that voice,” added Pete. “As flat as a pancake!”

      “As flat as the low countries!”

      “As flat as my Dad’s back tyre!”

      Tom nodded thoughtfully. It certainly seemed that his newfound friend was right. He glanced over at Pete as they walked. He had sat two metres from the boy in geography for a year without really noticing him. Pete was quite tall and thin, with a slightly beaked nose and a thick mop of brown hair that he seemed to pay scant attention to. He had a rather nervy air about him, but his blue eyes were strong and intense. Tom could tell his mind was working overtime.

      They headed up to the first floor to the laboratories for chemistry. In the past, this had been a place of much excitement, not to mention accidents and several explosions. Mr Pilkington, the young professor, had encouraged such activities. “After all, that’s what fire extinguishers are for!” he used to enthuse. However, Mr Pilkington, who was normally youthful, entertaining and great fun, had also transformed. He sat behind his desk as opposed to on it. His tie was neat and straight. His beard was perfectly kempt.

      “Look at his eyes,” murmured Tom. Pete nodded. Mr Pilkington looked like a dead man as he shuffled his notes.

      “Last term, we were considering the nature of the periodic table,” he said lifelessly. “Today, however, we shall consider some of the world’s deadliest poisons and how to make them.”

      At this, the class spirit lifted dramatically. “That’s more like it!” beamed Pete.

      Tom wasn’t so sure.

      Mr Pilkington spent fifteen minutes reading lists of chemicals from a book as large and as heavy as Mrs Coatings’. The class swiftly grew bored again. At length, the Professor disappeared into his small private room and returned with a number of test tubes in a rack. He also held several jars of herbs and some orange berries.

      “Here, we have the principle ingredients,” he announced, his dull eyes briefly studying the pupils seated before him. “The fascinating fact is that they are quite harmless by themselves. However, mix them up a little…”

      He tipped small quantities of each tube into a plastic beaker. An inch of fluid collected in the bottom. Mr Pilkington sniffed it.

      “Smells like roses,” he observed, entirely emotionless. “At this point, drinking the contents of this beaker would probably give you a nasty stomach pain and send you running to the toilet. But observe.”

      He took one of the orange berries and held it up. “Nectar nocturiam,” Mr Pilkington said. “Found only in the jungles of South America.”

      He dropped the berry into the beaker. It fizzed madly and gave off bright blue fumes. The teacher shook the beaker up and showed it to the class. “So, you see how the addition of a harmless berry triggers a chemical reaction,” he said, “resulting in the creation of poisana nocturnia, otherwise known as Poison by Night.”

      Pete and several others frantically scribbled notes. The liquid in the beaker fizzed even more madly and made an alarming popping noise. The fumes rose into the air and created a cloud of smoke that hung in the middle of the classroom. Tom thought it smelled like a mixture of fruit and petrol. The class was duly impressed – they were even more impressed when Mr Pilkington raised the beaker to his lips and drank the lot.

      “He must really love his job!” Susan Hartley chortled.

      The science teacher reached into the pocket of his white lab coat and took out a stethoscope. He unbuttoned the middle of his shirt, put the scope against his bare chest and listened intently.

      “My heart has now stopped,” he informed the stunned classroom. “And I am no longer breathing. I have no pulse, and soon my body temperature will drop. It won’t be long before rigor mortis sets in. Would someone like to come up and confirm my observations? Tom, would you oblige?”

      Tom slid slowly off his chair and walked nervously to the front of the room. He looked up at Mr Pilkington, who, he observed, had turned rather pale. “This is a joke, isn’t it?” he said.

      Mr Pilkington’s expression remained as blank as a whitewashed wall. “Science is a serious matter, lad,” he replied. “Listen up now.”

      Tom put the stethoscope into his ears and listened hard. He heard nothing. He took the other end of the device and moved it about on the teacher’s chest. It made no difference.

      “Try your own heart,” suggested Mr Pilkington casually.

      Tom put the scope inside his shirt against the left side of his chest. He immediately heard a heavy thudding-pounding, powerful and rhythmical.

      He slowly removed the stethoscope and handed it back to Mr Pilkington. “I don’t believe you’re alive, Sir,” he said quietly.

      “Dead as a dodo,” the teacher replied, nodding gravely.

      One by one, the class stepped down to the front to examine the teacher’s vital signs. After half an hour, Mr Pilkington looked dangerously pale, and his skin had become cold to the touch. He sat in his chair, however, alert and attentive, if somewhat dull.

      “We’re coming to the end of the lesson. Any further questions?” he enquired.

      Pete stuck his hand in the air, feeling inappropriately mischievous. “If you really are dead, Sir, what are you going to do now?”

      “Well, I believe I have my third-year class next.”

      “No, I mean – well, you can’t just carry on,” argued Tom, jumping on the bandwagon. “Won’t you start to rot?”

      “What if I do?” said Mr Pilkington, quite calmly. “I wouldn’t be the first person to decay now, would I?” He leaned back in his chair and placed the tips of his fingers together. “Sooner or later, we all rot.”

      The class studied him in silent contemplation.

      “Will you leave your body to science, Sir?” Pete enquired.

      “I already have,” replied the teacher mysteriously. “I’ve died more times than you lot have had hot dinners.”
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