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CHAPTER ONE

Tourists at the Hospital
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On the night she was born, there were thirty-two newborns in the maternity ward, tiny things with screwed up, angry faces screaming together in a chorus. This made life extremely difficult for a man called Henry, who was squinting through thick glasses over a sea of pink and blue hats. Somewhere among the thirty-two cradles lay his baby niece, but no matter how hard he looked, he couldn’t work out which one she was.

This wasn’t a great start for his new role as an uncle. But you could forgive Henry, considering what had already happened that evening. A call had come in from the hospital just as he was taking a meal-for-one out of the oven, when a softly spoken nurse told him that his dear sister had gone into labour.

On his arrival at the hospital, having run the whole way there in his socks, Henry had to dodge a white double-decker coach pulling up at the entrance. A long line of men, women and children unloaded from the coach and traipsed noisily through the hospital doors. Henry barely noticed the commotion. Had he taken a moment to look, he might have seen that there was something rather peculiar about the people piling past him into reception. One man with a very long nose was dressed for camping, complete with walking boots and a compass hanging around his neck. There was a woman nearby wearing a yellow straw hat, so wide that it tickled people’s noses whenever she turned her head. A teenage boy was struggling under a rucksack large enough to fit a mid-sized bear inside.

As it happened, Henry didn’t notice any of this; despite his unusually big brain, he had never been known for his powers of observation. He pushed through the crowd (or, to be more accurate, the crowd pushed him) and found a map of the hospital. As he studied the route to the maternity ward, more and more people piled into the cramped reception area, until it was so loud he could barely hear himself think. He caught a few phrases, like ‘Come on, quickly!’ and ‘It’s almost time!’, and wished that the speakers would kindly lower their voices. Though he wouldn’t have dreamed of complaining, disapproval must have been written across his face because the woman with the yellow hat gawped at him as he passed by.

At the ward, a nurse took Henry to a small room with hard chairs and a thirsty-looking fern. A doctor came, an older woman with very kind, watery eyes. She sat Henry down, put an arm around his shoulder, and told him that there had been complications with the birth. His sister had passed away. The baby’s father had left the picture months before. And so the newborn entered the world very much alone.

This was how Henry found himself, shivering, tears sliding down the bridge of his nose, in a room full of crying babies. He’d never liked babies much; they put him on edge, so fragile looking that even one glance might break them. But now, he thought, their wails echoing like a drill around his skull, they were more likely to break him.

When eventually he found the right crib, Henry knew for certain it was his niece, not because he recognised his sister in her features, or indeed because there was anything special about the way she looked; she was a baby like any other. He knew it was her because she was the only one without a name tag. Peering down into the baby’s shocked brown eyes, Henry had a strange feeling that he’d been waiting for this moment all his life.



CHAPTER TWO

The Birthday Party
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Thinking of a name for the baby proved to be one of the easiest jobs Henry had in the first few weeks of being an uncle. He bought a book of baby names and flicked through the pages. He didn’t need to go very far before he was satisfied; in fact, he went no further than the As.

‘Alex, Alex, Alex.’ He repeated the name as he cradled the baby in his arms. ‘That’s a strong name, a warrior’s name, don’t you think?’

The baby stared up at her uncle. There was a hint of doubt in her expression as she took in Henry’s plump face and thinning circle of hair.

It was no coincidence that Alex was also the name of a character in Henry’s favourite computer game. In fact, he had spent most of his forty-one years with a joystick in hand, a hobby which had left his skin pale and his waist size larger than most. Working as an IT consultant, he was indoors most days, tapping away at the keyboard in his living room. Whenever he did venture out his front door, he often ended up wondering why people couldn’t behave more like computers.

With his niece at home, however, there was considerably less time for playing games. Once or twice Henry tried gaming with the baby balanced on one hand, the controller in the other, but she didn’t seem to like that much. So instead, he started telling Alex all about his work, technical things like processing speeds and data analysis, phrases which usually made people’s eyes glaze over. To his amazement, the baby listened, watching carefully as if his every word was a rare gem and gurgling appreciatively in all the right places.

As his niece grew older, so did her curiosity about the world. ‘Uncle Henry,’ she would begin, her brow furrowed, a clear sign that a difficult question was about to follow. ‘How does the phone work?’

‘Good question, Alex,’ he’d reply, excitedly. ‘I’ve absolutely no idea! But I always find the best way to see how something works is to take it apart. Shall we?’

Then the phone – or the laptop, or the toaster, or the kettle, or the television – would be opened up, piece by piece, the pair of them huddled over it like a couple of surgeons looking for a ruptured appendix.

It wasn’t long before Uncle Henry realised that his niece was not only curious – as most children are – but also had an uncommon, unrelenting drive to answer every how and why and what the world had to offer. By the time she was four years old, she’d completed an in-depth field study of earthworm activity in the garden. At six, she could explain – with diagrams – what keeps an aeroplane in the air. And by the time she was eight, Alex frequently beat Uncle Henry at their favourite television quiz show (the really hard one meant for university boffins). Even better than that, Alex wasn’t the type of child who liked simply to be told the answer to questions; no, thank you. Alex was only content if she could work things out for herself. It was a quality that would terrify most parents. But it made Uncle Henry feel like he’d won the lottery. (Not that playing the lottery was something Uncle Henry would ever do; he knew the statistical probability of winning the jackpot was far too tiny.)

For a long time, their life together was gloriously simple. Uncle Henry educated Alex at home. He’d had a difficult time at school himself, which led him to believe they were places best avoided wherever possible.

As a result, the pair rarely left the safety of their small house, except when it was unavoidably necessary, like to visit the dentist or buy supplies at the local supermarket. They made fortnightly shopping trips, which in their opinion was two weeks too often. For one thing, they disliked the abundance of options. Does anyone really need seventeen varieties of mayonnaise? And for another, there were the shoppers themselves. Why did walking behind a trolley make people act even more bizarrely than normal? Uncle Henry – who could daydream through a volcano eruption – didn’t always notice the odd behaviour of his fellow shoppers. But his young niece did. She noticed the woman browsing the freezer section who waved at her as if they were long lost friends. The people crouching behind cabbage crates who ducked as soon as she spotted them. Then there was the time that a complete stranger asked for her autograph while her uncle was busy choosing washing powder. And the elderly man who leapfrogged over a pyramid display of mushroom soup just to shake her hand.

Alex noticed all of these things and yet, not knowing any differently, put them down to living in a small town (which gives people licence to be a little eccentric) and to having one of those familiar kinds of faces. It was the same excuse she used the time a crowd of strangers had seemed to follow her down the street, stopping whenever she stopped and turning whenever she turned. And the time a girl she’d never seen before almost knocked her down with a running-jump-hug, shouting ‘It’s you, it’s really you!’, before being hurried away by a worried-looking adult. Her uncle – who could find a logical explanation for almost anything – chalked it up to a case of mistaken identity. But things like that happened so regularly as she grew up that Alex started to wonder if she had an identical twin.

For Uncle Henry, these occurrences provided yet more evidence that other people were mysterious creatures who acted in inexplicable ways. Much better to avoid social interaction wherever possible, he determined. That is why he felt particularly alarmed when, at eleven years old, Alex asked if she could attend the local school.

‘I love learning from you, Uncle Henry, I really do,’ she said. ‘But I’d quite like to meet some children my own age.’

Alex had read all about the world in her uncle’s books. She’d seen wonderful pictures of rainforests and oceans, sprawling deserts and icy glaciers. She could tell you what it would be like to live on Mars (very cold) and the number of moons circling around Saturn (eighty-two at last count). Alex had learned all of this without needing to leave her house. But now she was dying to see the universe for herself, and most of all, find some friends to share it with.

Uncle Henry was surprised. He didn’t understand why she would want the company of children her own age, who drooled and sniffed and couldn’t work out even the simplest calculus. But when he saw the hopeful look on her face he agreed at once.

By then, Alex already knew how to jump-start a car, rewire a radio and build a working bedside lamp from scratch. She could draw a map of the Milky Way entirely from memory. Henry told her new head teacher, Mrs Wright, all about this when they met on her first day, his eyes sparkling and chest puffed up with pride. But the woman didn’t seem to care much. She was more concerned about what Alex was wearing – a very baggy, bottle green T-shirt which had once belonged to Henry and featured the logo of his favourite superhero film.

‘I suggest,’ Mrs Wright said, the nostrils of her beak-like nose flaring, ‘that you take her to buy a regulation uniform this very afternoon.’ Her eyes narrowed as she looked at Alex, who was wearing her hair as she always did, half tied up in a sprout on top of her head, the other half hanging loose to her shoulders. ‘And will your hairstyle please make up its mind!’ Mrs Wright added.

Fortunately, the meeting soon ended with a call from Mrs Wright’s secretary reporting that a double-decker coach was blocking the school gates, along with a number of people hanging around dressed, unseasonably, for a summer holiday.

An uneasy feeling crept over Alex. She didn’t know why, but somehow whenever strange things happened in her life, a double-decker coach was never far away.

‘How peculiar,’ said Mrs Wright, her lips a thin line. ‘Why on earth would a tourist coach stop in Murford? They must have got very lost, indeed.’

Then she ushered Alex out of the door, forgetting all about the issue of her inappropriate outfit. Alex was pleased to escape her office, which had been too hot and smelled strongly of lavender. She hugged Henry – who dabbed at his eyes and mumbled something about time passing too quickly – and skipped off down the hallway after Mrs Wright to join her class.

The first lesson of the day was maths, which happened to be Alex’s favourite subject. Her teacher was startled to learn that she already knew trigonometry and quadratic equations. ‘My goodness,’ he said, after Alex completed a particularly mind-boggling piece of mental arithmetic. ‘Who taught you to do that?’

‘My uncle, sir. He says that with a good grasp of mathematics there’s nothing you can’t do. Some people have used numbers to reach the moon.’

A couple of boys sitting at the back of the class sniggered. The larger one whispered something to the other behind his hand, and they both collapsed in a fit of laughter.

‘Well!’ Her teacher loosened his tie as if his neck had suddenly swelled. ‘I quite agree with your uncle about that! But we’re not supposed to study quadratic equations for another three years. We have a syllabus to follow, you know.’

Alex soon realised that not everything Uncle Henry had taught her was welcome at school. This became apparent at her first breaktime when she decided to take apart a brand-new school computer.

‘I’ve never seen a computer like this before,’ she explained, sitting on the floor with a mess of cables in her hands, a row of angry, shocked faces looming above her. ‘I just wanted to see what kind of hardware was inside, that’s all. My Uncle Henry says that taking something apart is the best way—’

‘Well, that is a very silly thing for your uncle to say,’ interrupted Mrs Wright sharply. ‘At our school we do not take things apart, we leave them exactly as we found them. Goodness me, young lady, your uncle has taught you some strange things.’

Alex spent the rest of the morning willing the final bell to ring. School wasn’t at all what she’d expected. She’d imagined a place of wonderful scholarship, with twinkly-eyed teachers who knew everything there was to know about everything. In her head, she’d seen them scrawling madly at blackboards in fits of mathematical passion, conducting dangerous experiments to uncover the deepest secrets of the universe, giving enlightening sermons about history, philosophy and science with easy charm and wit – all in the noble pursuit of expanding young minds. The reality, however, was quite different.

To be fair to the teachers of Murford College – who were in fact very competent educators by normal standards – this fantasy was a little unreasonable. But Alex was disappointed, nonetheless.

And yet, if she was honest, this wasn’t the real reason for her sadness. Because more than anything else she’d imagined at school, Alex had imagined friends. Maybe even a best friend. Somebody to chat to and ask questions. To laugh with at things that nobody else in the world thought were funny. She’d heard about friends like that. But she’d never had one of her own.

Having spent most of her childhood with only her uncle for company, Alex wasn’t exactly sure how one went about making friends. She remembered a television documentary she’d once watched that recommended using something called conversation starters. Following this advice, after lunch she leaned over to the girl at the next desk with her best smile.

‘Hello,’ she whispered. ‘What’s your favourite number and why?’ To her dismay, the girl looked puzzled, shrugged and shifted her desk several inches away.

A little wounded, but undeterred, Alex tried again at the end of class. She caught up to a broad-shouldered boy who had sat in front of her in maths.

‘I couldn’t help but notice,’ she began, excitedly, ‘that you can wiggle your ears. Did you know you were doing it? That’s quite rare in humans. You probably inherited it from your parents. Not many humans can do it. Rats can, I think, and cows are really good at it …’

Alex stopped talking. She noticed the expression on the boy’s face. It looked like he had gargled vinegar. ‘Are you … saying I look like a cow?’ he spluttered.

‘No!’ Alex choked. ‘Of course not. I was only saying … I think it’s really cool that you can wiggle your ears like a cow.’

She thought for a horrible second that the boy might hit her. Or, even worse, start to cry. But instead he pressed his hands firmly to his ears and hurried in the direction of the boys’ toilets.

Alex wasn’t quite sure where she’d gone wrong, but she decided not to try any more friend-making attempts for the rest of the day.

When the last bell finally rang, Alex felt exhausted. The last thing she wanted to see as she traipsed across the playground towards the school gates was the white double-decker coach.

Its passengers were standing like a picket line between the gates, chatting animatedly amongst themselves. A teacher in a high visibility vest was shouting and waving frantically at the driver who ignored the performance completely. When Alex reached the gates, however, the crowd of tourists hushed and quickly parted for her. She walked hastily through the centre, ignoring the whispers that followed her. And then she ran the whole way home.


News spread quickly about the unfortunate incidents on Alex’s first day at school. Not long after, her classmates started calling her names like weirdo and geek and avoided her at break times. The teachers weren’t very impressed with her either because of her tendency to lose her homework. Though she worked hard on it every night, somehow on the walk to school it disappeared from her bag. Of course, none of the teachers believed her that her workbooks vanished into thin air. Who would want to pinch a child’s homework?

Alex’s experiences at school made her feel, like her uncle, very confused by the behaviour of other people. For instance, when it was announced one day that her class was to put on a play, as a fundraiser for the local animal sanctuary, she thought it extremely odd that nearly all her classmates wanted the starring role. The prospect of standing up on stage in front of hundreds of people made her legs turn to jelly. Though she explained this to her teachers – and even offered to do double maths homework for a month instead – they wouldn’t listen.

‘I can’t do it, Uncle Henry,’ she cried that evening. ‘I’ll fall on my face. I’ll forget my lines. I’ll be the worst llama that any school play has ever had! Everyone will laugh at me.’

‘Well, in that case,’ Henry said, chuckling fondly, ‘I’d better get my ticket. The worst llama in all of history sounds like something I don’t want to miss.’ At this, Alex couldn’t help but smile. Her uncle always had a way of making her feel better.


Backstage on opening night, dressed head to toe in itchy, beige-coloured fur, Alex thought quite seriously about escaping out of a first-floor window. She peeked through thick red curtains to see Uncle Henry sitting in the third row, fiddling with a video camera he had modified to have an extra-long zoom.

As she looked at the rows behind him, Alex had to steady herself. The hall was full to bursting. Every seat was taken, sometimes twice. One rather muscular gentleman was perched on the lap of a much smaller man, who struggled to see beyond his companion’s rippling arms. People knelt in the aisle and huddled at the back of the hall, spilling out along the corridor. Some even stood at the windows, pressed to the glass with binoculars tight to their faces as if they were at the opera.

Alex couldn’t believe that a school play would be so popular and, judging by their expressions of mild alarm, neither could her teachers.

When Alex shuffled on stage near the end of the first act, a bristle of excitement crossed the hall. After her first and only line, an audible gasp came from somewhere in the back row, which made her hurriedly check that her tights hadn’t slipped down and her pointy llama ears were still firmly in place.

Then, during a particularly energetic group dance number, Alex tripped over her own feet and almost fell clean off the stage. A shocked silence gripped the hall. When she stood up again, there was a roar of thunderous clapping. Emotional cries of ‘Brava! Brava!’ broke out from those squatting in the aisle. Somebody – she didn’t see who – tossed a bouquet of red roses at her feet.

The other children on stage looked suspiciously at Alex. The parents in the audience clapped louder for their own children, hooting and hollering over each other until the play was more raucous than a football match. Only Uncle Henry noticed nothing out of the ordinary, watching through the long lens of his camera, which for most of the play was zoomed into Alex’s left foot.


Time passed, but Alex still didn’t make any friends. Incidents like the school play didn’t help. Though Uncle Henry wasn’t surprised to hear about the peculiar behaviour of her peers, he was terribly sad to see his niece so disappointed. He wanted very much to help Alex solve the problem of making friends but simply had no idea how. Until, in her fourth week at school, Uncle Henry announced that he had finally found a solution.

‘Your twelfth birthday is this weekend,’ he said. ‘And it says here that some people like to celebrate birthdays by throwing a party.’ He was scrolling through an article describing how to make friends, looking somewhat unconvinced. ‘It says here that most people like parties. That they even enjoy them. Well, good heavens. I suppose if that’s the case, that’s what we’ll do. We’ll have to move some things,’ he added, looking around their small living room, ‘But I’m sure we can fit everyone here. Gosh, how exciting, I’ve never hosted a party before. I’ve never been to a party before.’

Though the idea of a birthday party made her nervous, Alex passed around invitations the next day at school. She was relieved when people took them, though she did get a few surprised looks. One boy even asked if she was new, saying he hadn’t seen her around before, and Alex was too embarrassed to explain that she’d been sitting behind him in class for almost a month.

On the day of the party, Uncle Henry and Alex woke early. They vacuumed the carpets, they dusted the living room furniture and Henry even reluctantly stuffed his video games under his bed. Afterwards, they moved on to the kitchen, a room in the house they seldom visited under normal circumstances, except to cook baked beans on toast, which more often than not they burned.

‘I like baking,’ Uncle Henry announced an hour later, flour in his hair, down his T-shirt and somehow on the tip of his nose. ‘With all those ingredients it’s a bit like a chemistry experiment.’

Alex agreed with her uncle, though she rather hoped the cake wouldn’t taste like a chemistry experiment.

Miraculously, the cake emerged from the oven golden brown and perfectly round. They placed it next to a spread of fizzy sweets and beige-coloured food, which the website had recommended they buy, and bowls of their own favourite snack, pickled eggs. Alex cut out paper bunting from old computer manuals Uncle Henry kept around the house and hung it up in every room. Together, they devised some party games involving times tables.

‘This website suggests something called musical bumps,’ Uncle Henry frowned. ‘But all that running around sounds quite dangerous if you ask me.’

By the time everything was ready, it was nearly half-past three – thirty minutes before the party was due to start. As they waited for the guests to arrive, Alex became very hot. Her stomach did somersaults in her belly as if she’d swallowed a small dolphin. She found it impossible to sit still and so moved from room to room, straightening picture frames that were already perfectly straight. Every thirty seconds she glanced at the clock on the wall. The minute hand crept past half three. And then quarter to. Finally, it was four o’clock. Her head flashed towards the door hopefully but there were no knocks. The dolphin jumping in her belly turned suddenly to cement. She straightened more pictures. It was quarter past four. Then half past. The sight of her uncle returning yet again to the sausage roll platter made her quite cross.

‘Don’t eat everything just yet!’ Henry had wolfed down the last of the sausage rolls and a handful of scotch eggs. ‘They could still come.’

But soon, the light began to fade in the living room, and along with it all hope that anyone was coming.

‘We must have put the wrong date on the invitation.’ Uncle Henry was pacing the room with his hands behind his back.

Alex didn’t believe him – she knew her uncle would never get a number wrong – but his face was so sad she pretended to.

‘Silly us.’ She gave him her best smile. ‘More cake for me and you.’

Alex had a hollow feeling in her chest as she started clearing away the bowls of food and popping balloons one by one. With every bang of bursting rubber, she felt even more miserable. She would never get her hopes up about something as foolish as a party ever again. She was halfway up a ladder untying bunting from the curtain rail when she heard a noise that sounded like one of her uncle’s computer games.

Brrrriiinng brrrriiinng.

For a moment, Alex didn’t move.

Brrrriiinng brrrriiinng.

The second time she heard it there was no doubt about what it was.

‘We have a doorbell?’ she said to herself, climbing down the ladder two steps at a time.

At the door, Alex hesitated. Her hair, which she had brushed out for the party, now sat in its usual messy half-sprout on top of her head. Taking down the decorations had given her a sweaty glow. She wondered who might be at the door – deep down she hoped that it was the popular girls in her class, though she hadn’t actually been brave enough to give them invitations. Through the clouded glass of the door she could make out a single, blurry shape. Hesitantly, she twisted the lock and slid her head through the opening.

There, illuminated in the pale-yellow porchlight, stood a boy. He was around her age, with thick black hair standing up straight towards the sky.

‘Alex,’ he said, breathlessly, holding out a hand for her to shake. ‘My name is Jasper. I hope I’m not too late.’



CHAPTER THREE

Gatecrasher
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For a few seconds, the pair stood in total silence. The boy was very tall and thin. He wore a pea-green suit with a shiny waistcoat and thick black boots, which, though she cared little about fashion, Alex thought was an odd combination. He was panting as if he’d been running and his skin shone with sweat.

She recounted the names of her classmates in her head, then the names of those in the year above, and the year above that. Alex remembered all the elements in the periodic table. She knew the names of all the rivers in South America. She’d never once forgotten a face. So, she had no doubt that this boy was a complete stranger.

‘Jasper who?’ Alex said, a little more forcefully than she intended.

‘Jasper Song,’ he said, beaming.

‘Well, Jasper Song, you must have the wrong house.’ She retreated behind the door like a snail into its shell. ‘Sorry … thanks … bye.’

‘No, I’m sure this is the right house,’ replied the boy, stopping the door gently with his hand. ‘I just moved in a few streets away. And I heard you were having a party. I don’t know anyone yet, so I thought I’d stop by and say hello. Your name is Alex, isn’t it? It is your birthday today?’

Alex stared dumbly back. Though he couldn’t be more than twelve, the boy spoke with the authority of a police officer. His face was locked in a serious expression, but she sensed he might break into a smile at any moment.

‘Oh – um – yes. It is my birthday.’ Alex blinked to steady her vision. She was still using the half-open door as a shield between them. ‘But how did you know that?’

‘I have this.’ He waved a slip of paper on which she recognised the slant of her uncle’s handwriting. It was one of her party invitations.

‘But … where did you get that?’

‘Oh – er – I found it.’ For a moment he didn’t sound quite as confident as he had before, like he was in a play and had forgotten his lines.

Alex frowned in disbelief. She supposed she could have dropped an invitation on her way home from school or, more likely, one of her classmates had dropped theirs. But how had this boy come to find it? And why would he decide to turn up when he didn’t even know her? She noticed him glance towards the street and then quickly back. It seemed as if he was expecting someone else, but as far as she could see they were completely alone.

‘So,’ Jasper smiled. ‘Have I passed the test? Can I come in?’

Minutes later, the boy was sitting bolt upright on the sofa. Alex and Uncle Henry were keeping a safe distance away, whispering to each other in the corner like a couple of zookeepers discussing how to approach a hungry tiger.

‘He likes pickled eggs,’ Uncle Henry murmured, as they watched Jasper reach for his second helping. ‘That’s a good sign in my books. And he called me “sir”! Can you imagine that?’

Alex crossed her arms. ‘But it doesn’t make sense, Uncle Henry. We’ve never even met. Do people normally go to complete stranger’s birthday parties?’

‘Never mind that. He’s our guest.’ Henry’s voice was higher than normal and he was talking fast, like he did when a new comic book arrived in the post. ‘And though I’m no expert in social etiquette, I think we’re being a little bit rude. Go on, offer the boy some cake. He clearly has a good appetite.’

Uncle Henry gave her a prod in between her shoulder blades and sunk into his favourite armchair. He buried his nose in a copy of An Introduction to Particle Physics and pretended to start reading.

Her uncle’s eyes followed her from above the pages of his book as Alex cut two slices of cake and placed them carefully on a napkin. Across the room, Jasper had taken a book out of his bag and begun to read. Despite his stiff posture, he didn’t seem bored or annoyed by their rudeness; on the contrary, he had the expression of someone lost within another world entirely.

Edging towards him, Alex cleared her throat. ‘Cake?’ She spoke much louder than she’d intended. ‘We dropped the saltshaker in the batter by mistake, so it’s a little salty, but it’s not actually too bad if you—’

Before she could finish her sentence, Jasper threw his book aside and took the largest slice out of her hands. He ate the sponge in a few bites, then took the other slice too. When he finished, he looked back at her with sticky red jam smeared across his mouth and cheeks.

Alex fought the urge to laugh. He certainly seemed harmless, she thought, watching Jasper lick cake crumbs from his fingers one by one. But she had to be careful. Though he was just a boy, he was a stranger. And in her mind, nothing was more unpredictable. Given the choice, in fact, she would have preferred a hungry tiger to a hungry human boy. At least there were books she could have read about how to approach a tiger – what a flick of her tail meant, or the position of her head, or the signals which meant you should run for your life. There was no guidebook for Jasper Song; Alex had to work him out all by herself.

And the more Alex thought about it, the less his story made sense. Who turns up out of the blue at a complete stranger’s birthday party? There had to be more to it than Jasper was letting on. But what? And why? She watched carefully as Jasper wiped jam from his mouth with his napkin. He leaned back into the sofa and sighed. ‘That was the best cake I’ve ever had,’ he announced. ‘The salt made my tongue tingle. You’re a very good baker.’

Alex felt pleased, despite her best effort not to. ‘It was mostly my uncle,’ she replied, embarrassed. ‘But I’m glad you liked it.’ In the silence that followed, Alex searched for something to say. Her attempts at small talk never seemed to go very well. ‘You like to read?’ she said finally, nodding at the hardback lying upturned on the sofa.

Jasper retrieved his abandoned book. ‘It’s a classic,’ he told her, proudly. ‘I love old books, the older the better. Especially those with really faded covers and yellow pages. They smell amazing. I always keep one with me.’

‘Oh, me too,’ mumbled Alex. That wasn’t strictly true. She mostly preferred reading new books about new things: she loved books about the latest gadgets and mind-blowing, futuristic inventions. Or books that taught her things about the world: books about spiders, or snakes, or the Egyptian pharaoh Tutankhamun. Still, Alex was reassured to hear that Jasper liked books as much as she did. ‘What’s it called?’ she asked.

‘The Secret Garden.’

‘Is it about gardening?’

Jasper laughed. It was a kind laugh, the sort that spreads cheeriness around a room. ‘Not really,’ he said. ‘There is a garden, a lovely garden. But I think it’s mostly about … friendship.’

‘Friendship,’ repeated Alex, as if it was the most serious subject in the world. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever read a book about friendship before. Is it good?’
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