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				I see thee still! Thou art not dead

				Though dust is mingling with thy form

				The broken sunbeam hath not shed

				The final rainbow on the storm.

				– OLD INSCRIPTION AT HIGHGATE CEMETERY
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				The nameless girl lost her history in the hour before midnight. But that dark, glassy night seemed to be the start of everything. Silence lay like a mist over a landscape that appeared to consist of nothing but shadows and silhouettes. One feeble street light illuminated that forsaken corner which was no place for a girl at that time of night.

				She was sitting on a park bench next to the high, blackened iron gate, as motionless as a mannequin. Silvery moonlight, as cold and cutting as the last trace of a memory, flooded the gravestones beyond the paths; a cool wind hustled the brown leaves along the ground and into the entrances to the mausoleums.

				Once upon a time, the dead tended to sing at moments like this. The songs they sang were, of course, about life, shimmering-golden and elusive, like a ray of sunshine that ends in a rainbow. And so it was no surprise that the boy, who seemed just as much out of place here as the girl, began to hum a tune. A hesitant introduction to ‘Heart of Gold’, perhaps.

				He suddenly stood still and stopped humming. Nothing but night and silence.

				And the girl.

				‘Hello?’ The boy spoke quietly as he cautiously groped his way towards the figure on the bench. He knew that you had to be careful at this hour. You never knew what might happen if you came here at night. The world of the graveyard was just as treacherous as the world beyond the walls.

				Quietly he repeated it. ‘Hello?’

				The girl didn’t move.

				The stone angels – none weeping – regarded her with cold stares, unmoving.

				The mousy-grey boy looked at the girl. In the night, here in the graveyard, he was barely there. Like a poem whose meaning is only clear to one who listens closely. Brown eyes, as big as moons, scrutinised the figure on the bench.

				‘Are you OK?’ He approached her cautiously. His dark brown, curly hair was gleaming in the nocturnal mist. ‘What are you doing here?’ She had to be about his age, he guessed; perhaps a little bit older. But not old enough to be hanging around here at this time of night. ‘Are you asleep?’

				Again, no answer. Not surprisingly.

				‘I know, it was a dumb question,’ the boy said, shaking his head.

				He took a further step towards her. A breath of cold air caressed him like a whisper. She was still sitting silently and bolt upright on the bench. Once the boy was just a metre or so away from her, he could see that she had her eyes shut. She was breathing peacefully, thank God.

				‘You’re asleep.’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t believe it.’ His voice was as thin as the mist. The approaching winter was already in the air. In the night and the early hours of the morning, autumn was giving the world a taste of the months to come.

				Slowly, warily, the boy took the last few paces towards the girl and stopped in front of her. He was streaked by light from the street. ‘It’s cold out here,’ he said.

				Again, there was no reply.

				He looked her up and down. She looked like a normal girl. Or, rather, like a normal pretty girl. A normal, pretty girl, sleeping bolt upright on the park bench by the huge gate. At that time of night. She was wearing a coat with a fur collar, a long striped scarf, jeans and black boots.

				The boy pondered. The gate that led out into Swains Lane had been locked for hours – the graveyard was only open to visitors until 4pm. That meant she couldn’t possibly have come in through that gate.

				And she didn’t live in one of the graves around there. She certainly didn’t look as if she did, and in any case he’d never seen her here before. Could she be a guest? Someone who’d been invited to the party? No, they’d have told him. Gaskell would have mentioned her, no two ways about it.

				So who was she? Who on earth would hang out in a graveyard late on a cold autumn night – and why?

				‘Hello?’ he said once more.

				She didn’t stir. Her face was covered with tiny freckles. Her smooth, shoulder-length hair shone red like flaming poppies under the streetlight.

				‘You have to wake up, or you’ll freeze to death.’

				No, she definitely didn’t live here. Her clothes were too new for that. Maybe she was one of those curious people who sometimes hung around graveyards at night, hoping to uncover secrets in the shadows. But she didn’t look like one of those types either.

				Maybe I should fetch help? the boy wondered, thinking about Gaskell and his illustrious mob partying. Or maybe not. He didn’t want to scare her. And Gaskell and the others might be a bit, let’s say, surprised if he arrived with a strange girl.

				‘You don’t need to be afraid,’ he said, remembering the dangers that his new friends had often warned him about. Strange creatures who lurked in the night. ‘I’m not afraid either.’ As he knew, telling a lie out loud could work wonders.

				Now of all moments, he remembered Gaskell’s stories.

				‘You are only you, aren’t you?’ he said. ‘Not someone else?’

				Again, she made no reply, but carried on sleeping. Well, that answered that one.

				‘Just you, just a girl, nothing else.’ He said it like a mantra that would protect him from horrible surprises if he only believed it hard enough.

				Boldly, as if sleepwalking, the boy stretched his hand out towards her. He had to; there was no other way to find out. He touched her cheek with his finger, and it immediately seemed to sink into her warm skin. It was like sticking his finger into a wall of fog, and he jerked his hand away.

				But he did at least now know what she was.

				Shocked, he whispered, ‘But why aren’t you cold?’ She was like Gaskell, yet completely different. No: she was just completely different. She was as warm as if her heart were still beating.

				But the two things didn’t add up. Who, or what, on earth was she?

				The mousy-grey boy reached out his hand to touch her once more.

				But just before his fingers could sink into her skin again, she opened her eyes. He could see in the glow of the street light that they were hazel brown and full of fear; as deep as the night and just as beautiful. Shocked, she blinked quickly then screamed loudly – a scream of astonishment and anger combined.

				With the boy still staring transfixed at her beautiful eyes, she jumped up, glided past him and, limping slightly, headed off into the shadows beyond the street lights.

				‘Hey!’ was all he managed to say.

				Then the bell, together with his racing heart, struck the hour of midnight – to herald the birth of another new story in the old graveyard.
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				Just hours before, nobody had had the faintest inkling of what would happen that night. Least of all the boy himself.

				London was golden and bright, like the autumn that had settled over the city, casting everything in the rusty colours and smoky smells of October. Autumn-land, Miss Rathbone had called it. In the parks of Kentish Town the trees were losing their leaves, and it looked as if the streets were moving with each gust of wind.

				Seventeen-year-old Jude Finney, who didn’t look in the slightest bit mousy or grey by daylight – unlike in the moonlight – and who didn’t go around humming tunes either, liked autumn just as much as spring. The world was filled with a mysterious magic that wasn’t there in summer or winter. He liked it when the air smelled of brown colours and charcoal and roasting chestnuts, and when memories of summer faded away into the morning mist. When it seemed as if the sunshine couldn’t decide whether to warm you or leave you to shiver. It somehow all made him feel as if he could breathe more easily and think more clearly.

				And the city seemed to move much more slowly than normal.

				Now, though, dirty windows lay between him and the air and the life outside. On the desk in front of him lay a weedy pile of blank pages waiting to be filled with his profound thoughts. He had two hours to do this. And while his classmates were busily writing their clever essays on the topic of The World in Which We Live, Jude was staring out of the window, thinking about the party that Gaskell had invited him to that night. Jude knew for a fact that it was going to be a fun night, as all Gaskell’s neighbours were coming to sing in the moonlight.

				However, Mr Ackroyd, head of English at that venerable institution Kentish School, managed to cast a dark cloud over everything that morning. He had stuck a green index card onto the whiteboard. A Level – General Certificate of Education was printed on it. Underneath, he had scrawled unnecessarily: Impromptu Assessment.

				Jude sighed. His brown hair stood out stubbornly – just like the rest of him. As soon as he set foot in school, he felt like an alien. He straightened his black-rimmed glasses and looked once more at the page in front of him. Apart from the circular school stamp in the right-hand corner and the pre-printed lines, it was still as white as snow.

				‘What I’m expecting from you,’ Mr Ackroyd had declared nasally at the start of the lesson, ‘is, like everything else in life, essentially quite straightforward. Show me that you can think critically. The World in Which We Live. Write down your thoughts, and make me proud to call yourselves my class. Be creative!’

				Jude rolled his eyes. He was tired and sleepy, and this boring topic was only making it worse. What could he write about? The wealth of experiences that he’d had in the last few weeks were presumably not what Mr Ackroyd had in mind. He stared at the empty page, and the empty page stared back at him. Jude yawned.

				It was just yesterday that everyone had been speculating as to whether Mr Ackroyd was going to set the test this week or next. They’d all agreed that it probably wouldn’t be until next week. But this had turned out to be mere wishful thinking.

				Jude rubbed his eyes. He fiddled around with his glasses for a while before putting them back on.

				He could write about Gaskell and all the other inhabitants of Highgate Cemetery, and about Miss Rathbone. But he feared that was rather too far removed from what might be expected in an A-level assessment – albeit an impromptu one. Mr Ackroyd never called it a ‘surprise assessment’; he loved bandying around poncey words.

				But as this was the most interesting part of The World in Which He Lived, Jude carried on sitting there like a stuffed turkey, just waiting for the time to pass.

				Only the clattering of the heating pipes and the occasional moans and groans of the other students broke the brooding silence that lay like a carpet across the classroom. Mr Ackroyd was sitting at the front desk, making notes.

				Jude tried out several positions that allowed him to inconspicuously prop his head up in order to prevent it from crashing loudly onto the desk, should he happen to drop off. His thoughts turned to his father and their house in Twisden Road. To the smell of microwave meals. The silence that awaited him there. He looked down again at the empty page in front of him, relishing the whiteness unspoilt even by one stray letter.

				The World in Which We Live.

				He laid the palm of his hand on the blank page. The white emptiness was somehow beguiling, rather like Neil Hannon tracks on a Divine Comedy album. Sometimes that’s how he felt – like a blank sheet of paper. He almost felt as if he could dive into the silent whiteness that was like a faint rustling in his ears coming from some unknown source.

				Jude turned his head sideways and saw Melanie Briggs diligently scribbling away, frowning as she did so. As if it were excessively arduous, pouring out the triviality of her life onto paper – undoubtedly something involving substantial amounts of make-up and boys on motorbikes. Just behind her was Herbert Sorkin, who was laboriously forcing out sentences that were presumably just as profound as the chants that he bellowed when Manchester United were on TV.

				‘You’re not writing anything.’

				Jude looked up. Mr Ackroyd had appeared behind him. Crept up behind him would be more accurate. He must have noticed the empty sheets.

				‘I’ve finished.’ Jude looked innocent as he held up the pages.

				‘Impressive.’ Mr Ackroyd’s expression betrayed no emotion as he looked down at Jude. ‘Very impressive.’ The corners of his mouth twitched downwards disapprovingly. ‘You’ve not put anything down on paper.’

				‘It’s all there,’ Jude replied.

				The other students cast furtive glances his way. The room crackled with secret anticipation. At last: one of those rare moments when something was going to happen during an impromptu assessment.

				‘So you’re striking another of your attitudes, are you?’ Another one of those patronising expressions that made Mr Ackroyd look even more stupid in Jude’s eyes. He certainly wasn’t going to impress Jude that way. ‘And you can put a stop to that facetious behaviour.’ Mr Ackroyd liked students who did exactly as he asked, and Jude Finney wasn’t among them.

				‘I don’t see what your problem is.’

				One thing could be said for Mr Ackroyd: he never lost it. He never even raised his voice. That wasn’t his way. ‘This,’ he said, tight-lipped, ‘is an important assessment. The result will make up part of your final mark.’ He tried to keep his voice as low as possible in order not to disturb the rest of the class unnecessarily, but loud enough for them all to hear what he was saying.

				‘I know.’

				‘Then you need to make more of an effort.’

				‘I’ve been thinking.’ Jude was quite serious. ‘And I wrote down my thoughts.’

				Little red veins stood out on Mr Ackroyd’s cheeks. ‘But you haven’t written anything down.’ He emphasised each word.

				‘An empty page can say something too. You just have to look at it for long enough.’

				‘I advise you not to make fun of me.’

				Jude looked at him earnestly. ‘I’m not making fun of you,’ he said calmly. Something about the look in his eyes seemed to convince the teacher that he was telling the truth. Jude really did not intend to make fun of his teacher.

				‘Hmm.’ Mr Ackroyd seemed to be thinking again. ‘Well, I refuse to accept blank pages for any reason whatsoever.’ He sighed. ‘Is that clear enough, Jude Finney? No blank pages!’

				‘But—’

				Mr Ackroyd interrupted him. ‘The essay topic,’ he said through gritted teeth, ‘is The World in Which We Live.’ He glared at the boy. ‘We talked about it in the lesson.’ He now turned to the rest of the class, who were silently taking in the whole performance. ‘I want you to deal critically with a serious topic. Nothing more, nothing less.’ He turned his attention to Jude once more.

				‘But that’s what I did.’ The boy looked down at his piece of paper. He hadn’t expected Mr Ackroyd to understand. Just like the other students – or so he deduced from the looks they were giving him. But they were glad of the diversion. Jude ought to have known. That was precisely the problem with school. Nobody understood you. And Mr Ackroyd, an English teacher, someone who claimed to understand the thoughts of all the greatest writers and poets, ought to be better able to grasp unusual ideas.

				The World in Which We Live.

				Oh, great.

				‘You will write something!’ Mr Ackroyd commanded. ‘Do you hear me, Jude Finney?’

				Jude stared at the blank sheet. The dead are far more alive than my English teacher, he thought. ‘OK,’ he said. He adopted a thoughtful countenance and looked down again.

				He was of course well aware that he couldn’t write weird-sounding sentences like I know a vixen who’s almost forgotten how to be a vixen, or Last week, I met a boxer with a lion on his grave.

				‘OK,’ he muttered, his voice quieter this time and noticeably irritated.

				Unimpressed, Mr Ackroyd remained where he was for a moment longer. Then he started making his way down the aisles to make sure that Jude was the only singular and obstreperous student.

				Jude gazed longingly outside at the endless greenery of Hampstead Heath. If only he were there. His classmates were presumably all thinking about exam results, new clothes, smartphones, money.

				The World in Which We Live.

				‘Just write something. Anything,’ Mike whispered from the desk next to him. Mike spent his whole life outside school on Facebook, chatting with other reptile fans about the lifestyles and illnesses of caymans, snakes and lizards. And despite this unusual hobby, his life was still more normal than Jude’s had been recently.

				‘Yeah, yeah,’ Jude merely mumbled. Then he drew a question mark in the middle of the page. Not a particularly big one: just a question mark.

				Mike saw it and rolled his eyes before turning back to his own work.

				Jude looked at his question mark and couldn’t help grinning with satisfaction. Yes, that was it. Better than a blank sheet, and better than any number of words.

				?

				Nothing else.

				?

				Perfect.

				He stood up and, followed by the others’ curious gazes, went to the front. Mr Ackroyd’s eyes narrowed as he approached the desk. Jude handed the sheet to him.

				The teacher took the sheet and looked at the question mark. ‘We need to talk.’ That was all he said. ‘In my office, later.’ With a curt nod, he sent Jude back to his place. And as Jude sat down again, Mr Ackroyd pulled out a biro and covered the almost empty page with comments.

				Jude looked out of the window again at the park, where the bare trees were reaching up into the autumn sky.

				Jude was well aware of the curious looks that followed him as he trailed out of the classroom behind Mr Ackroyd. Jude wasn’t particularly disliked, not least as there was nothing particularly dislikeable about him. But nor was he a student who would be particularly missed if he suddenly wasn’t there. He was all right, and he thought his classmates were all right. No more, no less.

				As he followed his English teacher down the corridors and into the stairwell, Jude was aware of the strange sound that Mr Ackroyd’s rubber-soled shoes made, and the barely audible noise of his own red and green tartan Converses. Mr Ackroyd, who didn’t say a single word, was evidently relishing his own silence, which lent the situation an air of drama.

				The English department staff room smelled of warm photocopiers and coffee. Miss Reng, who taught the lower years, was sitting at her desk. Irritated, she looked up from her marking as they came in. A steaming cup of coffee was on the desk beside her.

				‘I don’t understand you,’ Mr Ackroyd began in a tone that Jude found suspiciously amiable. ‘You’re articulate and intelligent.’ He was holding Jude’s work. ‘And then you come out with something like this.’ He leant on his desk and sighed again. ‘No, I just don’t understand you.’

				‘I mostly don’t understand myself either,’ Jude replied. He had been parked in the swivel chair in front of the desk like a defendant.

				‘You surely want to pass your A Levels.’

				Jude nodded.

				‘And you’re aware that the impromptu assessment result counts towards your final mark.’

				‘Yes, Mr Ackroyd.’

				‘So why did you hand in a blank page?’

				‘It isn’t blank.’

				‘It’s as good as blank.’

				‘The question mark means something.’

				Mr Ackroyd was starting to lose patience. ‘So what’s it supposed to mean?’

				Jude wondered whether he should explain, but decided against it. He had a feeling that any explanation would land him in even more trouble.

				‘Everyone else’ – Mr Ackroyd tapped the pile of assessment papers on the desk in front of him – ‘made an effort and wrote long essays on this topic.’ He paused. ‘The World in Which We Live.’ Another pause. ‘That’s the world in which you live, Jude. Don’t you ever think about it? About yourself? Your life? Your future?’

				Jude shook his head.

				‘I think I need a word with your father.’

				Jude was aware of his fingers tightening around the arms of the chair. ‘He isn’t here.’

				‘What do you mean, he isn’t here?’

				‘He’s away for two days.’

				‘Oh yes?’

				Jude nodded. ‘Yes. Honest. He’s in charge of some kind of project.’

				‘Some kind of project?’ Mr Ackroyd gazed at him suspiciously.

				‘Yes, for the Environment Agency. Something to do with a pond.’ That was true: his father was a hydrologist for the Environment Agency in Southwark.

				‘Aha. An expert in water.’

				‘He’s involved somehow with regenerating the Rhodes Lodge Lake in Manchester.’ This was what interested Jude’s father: the chemical and biological make-up of waters; the forms and shapes that rivers could take in different landscapes.

				‘When’s he coming back?’

				‘On Friday. But I don’t imagine he’ll be back until late.’

				Mr Ackroyd thought for a moment. ‘Right. Then I’d like to speak to him when he gets back home.’

				‘I’ll let him know.’

				‘I’ll write to him too,’ said the teacher. ‘Just to be on the safe side.’

				Jude nodded.

				‘You may go now.’ And with this, Jude was dismissed and returned to lessons.

				Four o’clock found Jude wandering homewards. Twisden Road was an ordinary street of the type that might be found in any English suburb. To either side of the road were small Victorian terraced houses, all looking alike with their tiny front yards and letter boxes. On the corner of York Rise and Chetwynd Road was a corner shop that stocked pretty much everything – without the fifteen-minute Tesco queues. Jude called in and bought a few groceries on his way home.

				He didn’t find it hard to cast all thoughts about school from his mind. The day was so wonderfully golden, pure autumn-land, and he thought about the party to come. Gaskell was counting on him bringing his guitar. He decided to have a lie-down as soon as he got home in order to be fit for the night.

				Moments later, he was standing outside number 288, Twisden Road. The letter box was rusty, and the blue paint was peeling off the front door. He fumbled around in his pocket for the key, opened the door and went in.

				‘Anyone there?’ he asked into the silence, as if to make sure that his father really was away. He lugged the shopping bags into the kitchen and put the milk and other perishables in the fridge. Then he switched on the TV next to the microwave, sat down, ate two slices of cheese on toast and watched a repeat of Primeval. Then he fell asleep.

				When he woke up with his head resting on his arms, it was already five o’clock. He lolled about, thinking wearily about the homework that was due the following day. He sighed. Then he went into the bathroom, put his music on very loud and sang along as he showered. Finally he wandered aimlessly around the house.

				His father’s study was, as always, tidy. On his desk were neat heaps of carefully filed documents. The pictures on the wall were all landscapes of rivers, mostly views of the Thames.

				Nowhere was there a picture of Jude’s mother. How he wished he could have seen her face, even just once. He wondered whether he looked like her. That was one of the many question marks etched in dark ink onto the white pages of his life. In fact, it was the very biggest. His father never spoke about Jude’s mother. And Jude had stopped asking questions that were never answered.

				He left his father’s study and went into his own room on the top floor. The pitched roof made the room feel like a cosy cave. Clothes, books, CD cases and all sorts of other stuff lay strewn between the wardrobe and the bed. The walls were decorated with posters of Lou Reed, Scouting for Girls, Quentin Gaskell and Thea Gilmore.

				Jude felt good here. This was his little empire. But...

				‘Will you ever learn to tidy up after yourself?’

				Even when George Finney wasn’t there, his voice echoed through the house.

				‘I—’

				‘How do you ever hope to achieve anything? For crying out loud: when are you finally going to get a grip?’

				Jude knew that his father didn’t really expect an answer. He just wanted him to listen. Whenever it fell quiet in his son’s room, George Finney would smell a rat. Sometimes he burst in without knocking. So far as he was concerned, there were two possibilities: either Jude was doing something that had nothing at all to do with school, or he was lying on his bed, possibly even asleep. At any rate, he wasn’t doing his job.

				‘School is your job,’ George Finney never tired of preaching.

				Jude would then trot out some spurious excuse. ‘I was about to start my homework.’ ‘We had a test, and I’m completely exhausted.’ Or: ‘I’ve already finished.’ Though this latter excuse didn’t cut any ice so far as his father was concerned. In his view, you had never finished with the truly important things, and anyone who neglected his duties would find his pocket money docked.

				They were always arguing, as was presumably quite normal. George Finney was only relaxed when he was cooking – particularly Indian food, his speciality. Then he seemed to be completely in his element, like a totally different person.

				‘We don’t talk enough,’ he had said to Jude in one of these strange moments.

				‘You’re often away.’ Jude loved the aromas of tandoori, garam masala, curry and cumin powder.

				‘That’s the way it is when you’re grown up.’ There had been a trace of regret in his father’s voice, but he hadn’t elaborated on it. There were some things that his son knew nothing about, and which his father wanted to keep to himself.

				When they ate together in the little kitchen, the relationship between father and son was almost harmonious. Then it was as if dhal makhani and chana masala, George Finney’s favourite dishes, exerted some secret magic that brought them together. And which made the unanswered questions that stood between them seem unimportant.

				‘India,’ Jude’s father said at one of these strange moments, ‘is like a fairy tale.’ Jude knew that his father had worked for a long time in India. But that was before he was born. When his father was in the right kind of mood, he would talk about India’s sacred rivers, the mysterious rites, the exotic animals and the exuberant life in the over-populated cities.

				Jude looked out of the window. Evening was slowly drawing in.

				At last.

				When his father was away, Jude spent most of his spare time playing the guitar. Or he would sleep or read comics, waiting for the day to end. And he would think a lot – about himself, about the world, about the graveyard and the things that he knew nothing about and was so desperate to find out about, and which had been so neatly symbolised by that question mark.

				In short: leaving aside the business with Gaskell and co., Jude Finney was a perfectly normal teenager.

				More than thirty years ago, Quentin Gaskell had landed a legendary chart-topper with ‘My Perfect Little Daylight’. And Jude was invited to one of his no less legendary parties this very evening.

				Just before eight, he got ready for Highgate Cemetery. When his father was away – as he was today – his nocturnal escapades presented no problem. But when his father was at home, as was unfortunately more often the case, Jude used Miss Rathbone as his excuse; Miss Rathbone was, so to speak, his alibi. She too, of course, was invited to the party along with everyone else. But Miss Rathbone was a whole other story...

				Jude picked up his guitar case, slung it over his shoulder and set off.

				Kentish Town was quiet in the evenings. It was far removed from the bright lights of central London, and life had a different rhythm here. He went on foot to Swains Lane and as he passed Miss Rathbone’s house, he noticed that all the lights were off. She must already be in Egyptian Avenue, where Gaskell had his abode.

				By now, Jude could have made his way into the graveyard – he knew a way through a hole in the wall – and to Gaskell’s grave with his eyes shut. The other partygoers were already inside. As soon as he arrived, Jude unpacked his guitar and played songs by Neil Hannon, Justin Sullivan and The Beatles, accompanied by Miss Rathbone’s fabulous foxy voice which beguiled everyone. Even Quentin Gaskell was enchanted, nodding his head in time to the rhythm. Then they brought out the CD collection and an old CD player, and the walls shook to the sound of the rock and roll era’s ‘Greatest Hits’.

				At some point, Jude became desperate for a pee and went outside. He found himself a place where the gardeners kept their tools, well away from the avenue. Just as he was ambling back to the party, he saw the girl on the bench by the northern gate.

				And that was the moment when the story with the girl began...

				‘Don’t run away!’ he called after her as the girl disappeared into the shadows. He made no attempt to follow her. He knew there was no point. He was still wondering why on earth she had felt so incredibly warm.

				The girl stopped. She had run all the way along a row of graves and statuary and had reached the hedge by the wall further back.

				She turned slowly to look at him. ‘Who are you?’ she asked.

				‘I’m Jude,’ he said. ‘And who are you?’

				She didn’t reply. She blinked, and pale moonlight shimmered in her eyes.

				‘What are you doing here?’

				‘I could ask you the same.’ Her voice was mysterious, like an unfinished melody. Its rhythm was that of leaves rustling in the wind. She came closer and looked at him cautiously. ‘I don’t know how I got here.’ She looked around, evidently unsettled by what she saw. ‘Where am I, anyway?’

				In a place that, only six months ago, I’d never have believed even existed, thought Jude. Or at any rate not like this. No, definitely not like this. Not so alive and so mysterious and so full of the stories that its inhabitants were so keen to tell.

				‘You’re in Highgate Cemetery,’ he said. He was standing stock-still on the path.

				‘In the graveyard?’

				‘Looks that way to me.’

				She came towards him, slowly. She moved like a marionette, awkwardly and carefully. ‘What am I doing here?’ She had a faint trace of a limp.

				He shrugged. ‘No idea.’ How should he know?

				‘And what are you doing here?’

				Jude decided to come straight out with the truth. ‘I was at a party,’ he said. ‘Or rather, I was just going back to the party.’ She really didn’t need to know about the pee.

				‘A party? In the graveyard?’ She looked at him sceptically.

				Jude didn’t see why she needed to look like that. ‘You’ve still not told me who you are and what you’re doing here.’

				She took a deep breath. ‘I...I don’t know.’ She swayed slightly, as if she were dizzy.

				‘So you’ve forgotten your name.’

				She nodded.

				‘And you’ve got no idea how you came to be sitting on that bench.’

				She nodded again.

				‘Maybe I can help you,’ he said.

				‘How?’ She emerged from the gravestones and stood on the path. Jude could see her face better in the glow of the street lamps. He was still transfixed by her hazel eyes.

				‘I know some people here,’ he said.

				‘The people at the party?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘And you really think they can help me?’

				‘Maybe. They’re nice. They’ll definitely try.’

				‘Who are they?’

				‘They live here.’

				She was now standing right in front of him. ‘Can I trust you?’ The light was caught in her hair. She looked like a normal girl. She could easily have been a girl from his school.

				‘I’m a completely normal boy,’ he said, as if that were reason enough for her to trust him.

				‘Great. And I’m just a girl.’ Her tone was slightly mocking.

				‘I really am harmless.’

				‘That’s what everyone says.’

				‘I’m not everyone.’

				‘Some comfort.’

				‘You’re like them,’ Jude suddenly said.

				‘Like who? Your party friends?’

				He nodded. And now Jude knew that the moment had come to tell her about the ghosts.

				Sometimes strange things happen to you that nobody can really explain. The business with the ghosts had begun six months ago with Miss Rathbone and an accident in Hampstead. Until then Jude had been firmly convinced that he was a completely ordinary boy. He did find some things strange and slightly troubling – but he was no less ordinary for that.

				Whatever the case, what was done couldn’t be undone.

				It was springtime, and Jude was passing a crossroads where there had just been an accident. Before that, he’d been over in Hampstead. He, Benny Andrews and Joolz Ellison had spent the whole afternoon rehearsing New Model Army ballads at Parliament Hill Fields.

				On the way back to Hampstead Heath station, he chanced upon the accident. A businessman had been hit by a motorbike on the corner of Parliament Hill and Nassington Road. The motorcyclist seemed to have been injured too. Jude hadn’t actually witnessed the accident, but he had heard the noise of a squealing engine and a loud crunching sound in the distance. Other passers-by were also hurrying over to the scene, and he saw that a police car was already in the middle of the road, with two policemen bustling to and fro.

				The motorbike was lying in front of a red Mini with a badly dented side, and a crowd of curious onlookers had gathered around the Mini and the motorbike.

				The businessman in the blue pinstriped suit, however, lay all alone on the other side of the road, where nobody seemed to really notice him. Jude hadn’t seen how the man had ended up there, yet he stopped immediately, put his guitar case down and knelt down by the man, who was still young and seemed flustered but unhurt.

				‘Don’t move,’ Jude said.

				The young man looked at him. ‘I was run over,’ he said. He shook his head as if he couldn’t get his mind round it.

				‘I can hear the ambulance.’ The Royal Free Hospital wasn’t far from Hampstead Heath station. ‘Help’s coming soon.’

				‘I’m so cold.’ The sun was shining onto the man’s face. It was a warm spring day.

				Jude loosened the man’s tie. ‘Just lie still.’ He was regretting never having done a first-aid course. But in TV programmes like ER or House, they always told injured people to lie still. It seemed to Jude to be good advice; at any rate, it couldn’t do any harm.

				‘I can’t feel my legs,’ the man said. His eyes were wide with fear.

				Jude touched his hand. It was freezing cold.

				‘It’s my girlfriend’s birthday today.’ The young man sounded desperate now. ‘She’s called Amy.’

				Jude took a long look at him. ‘You’ll see her later. You’ll see.’

				‘I don’t know. I was run over.’

				‘Just lie still.’

				‘I didn’t see the stupid motorbike coming.’ The man was coughing, shivering.

				On the other side of the road, a crowd appeared to be gathering around the motorcyclist.

				‘Excuse me?’ Jude called over to the policemen.

				One of them looked across at him. ‘What is it?’

				‘Can’t you see?’ The policeman’s gormlessness was infuriating. There was something strange about the whole business. The sun was high in the sky; Jude felt hot.

				‘Go home!’ the policeman merely called to him before turning and being swallowed up by the crowd.

				An ambulance came along with lights flashing and sirens wailing. Paramedics jumped out; everything was chaos.

				‘Is he crazy?’ Jude cursed. Hadn’t the policeman seen that there was another casualty? What was going on?

				Suddenly the man groaned loudly. He was staring at the other side of the road, and his eyes were wide with horror.

				‘Hey!’ Jude called across the road once more, but nobody paid any attention. He turned back to the man – but the man had vanished.

				Jude almost yelled with shock. He had only looked away for a fraction of a second. He could have sworn that the man had been lying there before; now he was gone. Just like that. He looked across the road again and saw the motorcyclist, who was now standing at the edge of the crowd being interrogated by the policeman.

				Jude was baffled. What on earth was going on here? The motorcyclist was evidently unhurt and the man who had just been lying there on the ground talking about his girlfriend had vanished into thin air. He shook his head in disbelief.

				All of a sudden, as though out of thin air, an elderly woman was standing next to him. ‘He’s fine,’ she said. Jude stared at her in astonishment. She looked somehow grey and very dusty, with straw-coloured strands in her hair. ‘Look!’

				Dazed, Jude followed her outstretched finger and and saw the paramedics carrying someone to the ambulance on a stretcher. It was the man who had just been lying on the ground in front of him. And as a completely baffled part of him was still wondering how on earth the man in the suit had got there, another part of him, deep inside, was already getting a vague sense of what had happened. Even if he didn’t really want to believe it because it was so completely crazy.

				‘I’m Ayelet Rathbone,’ the woman said. She was still standing beside him.

				‘Er...Jude Finney. What happened?’ Jude asked. His voice was catching in his throat, and he could see the air shimmering before his eyes.

				‘You just saw a ghost,’ the stranger said. She reminded Jude of a vixen, and he wondered whether he had misheard her. She didn’t repeat herself, but stood beside him expectantly, waiting until Jude had finally got his mind around the fact that he had seen the ghost of a man whose living body was just now being stretchered into an ambulance.

				‘The others couldn’t see it,’ Miss Rathbone explained. ‘Just you.’

				Jude gasped. No. This was impossible. It couldn’t be real. He looked down at the pavement, taking in all the tiny details – the bumps and discolorations – that he didn’t normally notice. He bent down and touched his guitar, as if to reassure himself that this at least was real.

				‘So he was lying on the other side of the road the whole time?’ His voice didn’t sound like his own. It seemed to be coming from far away.

				‘Yes. It was just his dream of life that was hurled across here.’

				Jude stood up again. ‘And he’s still alive.’

				Miss Rathbone nodded. ‘He’s very lucky.’ She looked satisfied. ‘He doesn’t have to dream about life any more, because he survived.’

				Jude felt his legs starting to tremble.

				‘You did see him,’ the woman said insistently. ‘And that is real.’

				‘But...’ His head was full of questions, but he found the lady so completely beyond the pale that he couldn’t manage to formulate even one.

				‘Do you know what this means?’

				Jude shook his head. But he knew full well that this stranger was telling the truth. It was quite clear. It was in her gleaming eyes, dark and wild, like those of a vixen blinking cautiously into the daylight.

				‘You can see them,’ he heard this Miss Rathbone saying. And at that moment, Jude’s life changed forever.

				‘You mean you can see ghosts?’ the girl asked. She seemed both amused and unsettled.

				‘Yes.’ Jude still marvelled at the naturalness with which he said it.

				Silence.

				‘You believe in ghosts?’ She shook her head in disbelief.

				‘It’s not that I believe in them,’ Jude tried to explain. ‘It’s just that I can see them. And I can speak to them.’

				She mulled this over. ‘And you think I’m one of them? A ghost?’

				‘I don’t know.’

				This time she laughed, but she didn’t sound either amused or relieved. ‘So aren’t I alive any more?’ She paused. ‘I feel alive.’

				‘So do they all.’ Jude cursed himself for saying that. It wasn’t very nice of him, even if it was true.

				‘Stop taking the mickey,’ she snapped.

				‘I’m not.’

				Angrily she kicked a stone into the undergrowth. ‘So why can I do that, then?’

				‘Why shouldn’t you be able to do that?’

				‘Because I’m a ghost?’

				‘Ghosts can do that stuff.’

				She glared at him and put her hands on her hips.

				He shrugged. ‘We ought to go and find the others.’

				‘You mean the other ghosts?’ Her eyes blazed again.

				‘It’s complicated,’ he replied, shrugging again. It was in fact quite simple.

				Fear and anger were doing battle in her expression. Neither one had the upper hand. ‘You’re serious. You’re really trying to tell me that I’m a ghost.’

				‘Yes...no. On the one hand, yes...but on the other hand, you feel warm.’

				‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ She put her head slightly on one side so that her hair dangled in front of her face.

				‘I didn’t know whether you were, well, um, dead. You were sitting there on the bench and...’ He grimaced and then spat it out. ‘I touched you. Very briefly.’

				She stared at him. ‘Yes, and gave me one heck of a fright.’

				‘I’m sorry.’

				‘It’s fine.’ She seemed to have calmed down slightly.

				Jude didn’t know how to explain it to her. ‘You felt warm. The others feel cold.’

				‘The ghosts?’

				He nodded. ‘They’re cold. Like fog, only more alive.’

				‘Right.’

				Jude wasn’t sure whether she was taking him seriously. ‘Look, I know how this must all sound to you.’

				‘Oh yeah?’ she retorted. ‘Are you sure about that?’

				He nodded. ‘Between us we could find out what’s happened. But if not, then the least I can do is take you to the nearest bus stop.’

				She sighed resignedly. ‘And then what?’ She suddenly looked terribly sad and scared. ‘I’ve no idea where I belong. For God’s sake, I don’t even know my name.’

				Jude took a step towards her. This time she didn’t run away. ‘Can I show you something?’

				As he took her hand, she put her head on one side again. Then she saw it. Her hand seemed literally to sink into his. It looked as if her hand turned transparent the moment it touched Jude’s. But all the same, her hand was still lying in his – just indistinct and foggy. And he could feel it, albeit only just.

				She whipped her hand away as if she had burnt it. ‘What’s all that about?’ she said briskly yet anxiously, as if what she had just seen were his fault. ‘God, that was really weird.’ Her eyes filled with tears. She suddenly looked upset and completely rattled.

				‘Just come with me,’ Jude said without touching her again. Silently, she followed him. That was at least a start.

				The silent magic of the graveyard night enveloped them. Jude took a narrow, winding path that led up a wooded hill. After a while the weather-beaten gravestones jutting up out of the darkness like crooked teeth gave way to magnificent mausoleums with statues reminiscent of Egypt, including gods with feline faces and owl-like heads on muscular bodies.

				‘Nearly there,’ Jude said every time he changed direction.

				The nameless girl, sensing the peace and isolation of the place, imbibed its aura. ‘It’s fabulous,’ she whispered.

				The lofty monuments cast long shadows in the moonlight. Several of them were crowned with mute, oversized heads depicting the dead, some of whom Jude had already met. Immortalised in speckled basalt were the faces of aristocrats with bushy whiskers and high collars – presumably the height of fashion a century ago – their severe expressions chiselled in grey stone, as cantankerous as their ghosts who rarely left their graves.

				Leaves were whirling around their feet, rustling and scurrying like the creatures that dwelt in them.

				‘You said there was a party going on here.’

				‘Over there.’ Jude gesticulated to her to follow him.

				There were headless angels on high plinths, and mighty lion sculptures pawing lambs to the ground. There were eagles, fiercely spreading their stone wings; pale marble maidens in dying poses were draped across graves. Jude knew most of the people who lived here. They weren’t all as chatty as Gaskell, but he got along perfectly well with the majority of them.

				They passed a crescent-shaped group of elegant graves with a large cedar tree in front of it. ‘This is it,’ he said. ‘Egyptian Avenue.’

				‘Looks like some venerable old town.’

				‘Yes, and lots of people live here.’

				Twisting passageways and steps and squares led off the avenue. Proud sphinxes kept watch over family graves decorated with columns.

				‘Like palaces in a country where the sun never rises,’ the girl marvelled.

				Then they heard it. The silence was penetrated by a melody that became louder and louder as they neared the Victorian graves. Someone was playing the guitar; countless voices were singing along. Jude knew that song. It was ‘Yesterday Man’. The party was still in full flow.
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